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DEADICATION
 
    
 
   (See what I did there?)
 
    
 
    
 
   THIS BOOK IS DEADICATED TO THE FANS OF THE SERIES.
 
    
 
   THAT MEANS IT’S DEADICATED TO 
 
    
 
   YOU.
 
    
 
   (you mean the world to me.)
 
    
 
   Eric A. Shelman
 
    
 
   A special thank you to beta readers Erin Elizabeth and Ramona Martine who helped make this a much cleaner product.  Thank you!


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My name is Nelson Moore.  Despite everything, these days I’m a content resident of Kingman, Kansas.   The year is currently 2028, about to turn 2029, and just over a year and a half ago we dealt with a madman called Maestro who almost screwed our quiet little town beyond repair.  
 
   Yeah, man.  That year means we’ve been doing this for a while now.  Since 2011, as a matter of fact.
 
   Whoa.  When I read that back, I can’t even believe I’m still alive.  It kinda tells you we’re pretty good at this by now; surviving the zombies.  Not to mention others who have decided the apocalypse was a good time to grab some power.
 
   I was a little surprised when Gem sat me down and told me that I should write the next chronicle.  Hemp has started calling them our “Dead Hunger Chronicles.”  That’s what they do, after all, right?  The dead hunger.
 
   I didn’t figure I was the best candidate to write this because I’ve never been a writer.  But Gem said my photographic memory will be a big benefit, and to just put the words down.  She also told me not to leave anything out that happened to me between the day most everyone we knew became monsters and the day I met her and the others.  That was the day I found my Gramps, too.  
 
   Then Gem said she wants me to catch you up on what’s happened since we met the bad dude outside of Kingman.  Tough times, but lots of good stuff in there, too.
 
   About my earlier story, I told her I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back there.   I didn’t know what good it would do for anyone to know what happened to me.  You know what she said?
 
   “Sit your ass down and write, Nelson.  I want to know.”
 
   Exactly that.  I see a hug coming from Gem when she reads it.  She’s that way.  She’s a hugger.  She’s gonna get all emotional and tell me how much she loves me, and I’m probably gonna cry, too.
 
   I admit I avoided talking about all that stuff because it just didn’t seem important, and I had it running in my head like a movie anyway.  A horror movie that I watched one time, didn’t like at all, and now have to watch for the rest of my life.
 
   So, yeah.  I love Gem and the others and they love me and my family, so I’m gonna tell the story.  All of it.  Even the part before I met everyone.
 
   I will warn you that what happened to me and the people I was with was horrible.  Yeah, the dead walkers were there, but they weren’t the worst of our problems; we’d learned how to handle them, as long as the numbers were manageable.
 
   I learned it’s the ones capable of thinking who can cause the most fear and pain – at least that’s what I believe now.  It’s one of the reasons I went after Gem that first time I saw her.  I figured if she had some abilities that I didn’t, then others did, too.  I didn’t think it was too far-fetched to believe those people might eventually use those abilities against me.
 
   I had to be sure.  You know the rest, and you know that Gem and all the rest of them are the only family I have; more than I’ve ever had besides my Grampa Jim.
 
     And while these chronicles are supposed to be the stories of how we dealt with the undead, that wouldn’t tell it all.
 
   Just understand that I’ve never breathed a word about what I went through from the time all this started until I ran across Gem that day.  
 
   Here goes.
 
   Wait.  Not yet.  A little background first.  I’m not sure if anyone outside of Kansas really gets it, but I just want to let you know that pot pretty much grows on the side of the road here.  It’s probably not necessary to tell you how quickly I had Flex pull the truck over when I spotted it for the first time.  As it turns out, it’s got bud but it’s not potent.  Luckily I had some stash of my own when we got there and my seed stock is like gold.  I’ve kept them for a long, long time now and I replace them with each new harvest.
 
   So anyway, I got sidetracked.  That happens to me occasionally.  I didn’t start writing this to tell you where to find wild bud, but you might as well know I partake.  Some dudes get all fuzzyheaded when they’re high; not me.  I can laser focus, but folks have always told me that they don’t get that by lookin’ at me.
 
   I’ve got long, blonde-gray hair that comes about to my lower back.  Don’t like haircuts.  Never did.  My hair’s always been thin like me – I’m kind of a beanpole – but it’s me, so I keep it.  When the beginning of this story took place, it was pure blonde.  I’m older now.
 
   That’s good news.
 
   Anyway, the beginning of the bigger story is how I met Flex’s girl, Gem.  It’s pretty funny.  If you read the other chronicles – particularly the fourth one where everybody kinda told the story – you’ll remember meeting me, and you’ll remember my first encounter with Gem.
 
   Anyways, from my spot hiding behind the building I’d slept in the night before, I saw a woman doing something in the parking lot of a gun store that I considered amazing.  My protective instinct kicked in because I could tell Gem was alive, you know?  But the thing she was walking up on wasn’t alive at all.
 
   It was one of them; the zombies.
 
   As I crouched there, one of my best stainless steel stars in my hand, there she was, whispering something in a zombie’s ear.
 
   The amazing part?  The zombie wasn’t biting her.  Wasn’t even trying.  Next thing I know, I found myself tossing one of my Ninja stars and I took the rotter out.   I had to know, though; I had to understand why this beautiful woman with long, brown hair and a stance that spoke of sheer confidence believed she could talk to something dead.
 
   Dude, they’ve never listened to anything I tried to say.  Never.  Not even once, and not even for a second.
 
   So I took her captive using my Subdudo, and maybe a bit of my hippie stoner charm.  That disarms people quicker than any bravado stuff I’ve ever seen anyone try, either in movies or in real life.  So, while we may be living in a messed-up fiction-like world right now, it’s real.  Not a nightmare and not a cartoon.   There are things so rotted out there you wouldn’t even believe they could stand up – but hell if they don’t come after you.
 
   They’re relentless, they never get full and they never sleep.  They seek us – the living – out, they try to kill us and eat us.
 
   Back to my meeting Gem Cardoza that day.  If you know anything about her, then you know she can hold her own in a gunfight.  If you know anything about me, and if you’ve read the chronicles that Flex, Gem, Hemp, Charlie and Dave wrote, then you know I created Subdudo as a way to take people out of commission for a few moments without hurting them.
 
   I admit it.  I’m a pacifist.  At least I was.  That’s changed a lot, because I guess I tried to fool myself for a long time before I hooked up with this group.  My family.  
 
   That’s who they are now.  I can’t even tell you how much.  They’re more of a family than I’ve ever had, except for my Grampa Jim.  People call him Doc Scofield, mostly.
 
   Anyway.  I’d die for anyone in this group.  I almost have, a few times.
 
   That’s cool.  They’ve almost died for me, too.
 
   So that day I met Dave Gammon, Gem Cardoza and Charlie Chatsworth, we had some trust issues to work out before I could learn why she was talking to a zombie.  
 
   As it turns out, she was kinda fooling around.  She wasn’t actually having a conversation with the thing; she was just getting sort of cocky, telling the thing to get off her car.  I beat her to it.  The rest got pretty funny, but you probably already know it.
 
   So now I’ll go back to Sunday, June 19th, 2011, when the dead started walking. 
 
   Needless to say, I might’ve been stoned.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Central Park – New York – June 2011
 
    
 
   I woke up on the morning of June 19, 2011, essentially homeless.  Had been for a while by then.  I wasn’t broke – I was doing what I could for bucks, and did bicycle messenger stuff and some pedicab driving, too.  It was a small carbon footprint and it kept me in food and pot, and that’s all I really cared about, at least for the time being.
 
   I hate to tell you this, but if you’re gonna get to know me, you should know this, too.
 
   My mom was a crackhead.  I could try to use words that make it all sound more respectful, like saying she was a drug addict or a member of Narcanon, or something like that, but dude, she was what she was.  I never lied to myself about it, so I don’t get the point in lying to you.
 
   Don’t get me wrong.  I loved my mom.  Penelope was her name, and Grampa Jim is her dad.  He was heartbroken when she sank into that pit of drug use, like quicksand … it just sucked her in and trapped her.
 
   I realized that I’m crying right now.  I think about her, and I remember her telling me how much she loved me when they took me away that first time, and I believed her.
 
   I still do.  She did love me.  She just loved the feeling the drugs gave her more.
 
   She’s the one who turned me on to pot for the first time.  Lots of people say it’s a gateway drug, but I don’t like chemicals, and I’ve never trusted the purity of any street drug except weed, so I steered clear.
 
   Mushrooms?  Heck yeah, a few times.  Peyote?  Absolutely.  If that stuff was good enough for the Mohawk and the Cherokee, it’s of the Earth and it’s damned sure good enough for me.  
 
   Anyways, my mom was on crack from the time I could remember, so I didn’t know her any other way.  She was always on government assistance and stuff, and while Grampa Jim tried to help, she just ignored him when he wasn’t throwing money at her – which he did a lot, actually.
 
   He came to New York a few times from Concord, and I knew it was mostly for me.  Even as a teenager, I could tell he never believed a word she said, and if she would’ve let him take me, I know he would have.
 
   But the government took me first.  I’d been to Concord once and stayed with Gramps about a month, back when I was like ten years old.  He paid for my ticket.  I wanted to stay there forever, but Grampa Jim told me I had to go back.  That was during one of her minor recoveries when we both had a little misguided hope.  It didn’t last long.
 
   Anyway, he finally he wised up.  He knew no amount of bucks could do anything but give her enough for her next fix.  Yeah, I just came out with that, but I don’t have a lot of filters.  I had a hard time figuring out where she was a lot of times, and I got taken away from her for good when I was fourteen.  I ran away a few times – not because I didn’t like my fosters – but because in my soul I just needed to look after my mom.  Unfortunately, it was hit and miss whether I’d be able to find her at any given time.  
 
   Eventually I just quit trying to find her, at least outwardly.  I quit mentioning her to people I knew, too.  But when I rode my bicycle or my pedicab by certain alleys and through certain neighborhoods, I can’t say I didn’t look for her.
 
   You would, right?  I mean … no matter how disappointing, she was my mom, and somehow I needed her – or at least to know that she was alive.
 
   So, that’s my messed up past.  I had friends who had it worse, so you’re not getting any complaints from me.
 
   So I got a job at seventeen driving a pedicab.  When this zombie stuff happened, I’d been living all over Central Park – moving around a lot and sleeping in some pretty odd places – just so I wouldn’t get routed out of there.  Really pretty place, and big.  If you’ve never been to New York, I’d give it up now, man.  That park’s not what it used to be.  
 
   I’ll bet that city’s a freakin’ nightmare.  Concord at its worst was on par with what New York was on day one.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I had a method of sleeping in the trees.  I’m a lot smarter than I let on, so that’s no big surprise, right?  I mean, I had this really strong blanket, and I had some rope.  I’d make a hammock that I’d suspend between two branches and just tuck myself inside, above the leaves.  No muggers, no cops, nobody saw me.
 
   This wasn’t possible in the winter, and I relied on friends and worked for my board during those months.  In the other seasons, though, I preferred a night in the trees.
 
   Oh, don’t get me wrong, they knew me.  I was always good with cops, because they knew I never did anything to hurt anyone.  I got busted with pot a few times, but they never even took me in.  I got a stern look and the weed confiscated, but I was very respectful and that probably made the difference to an NYPD that was loaded up with more serious issues than some dude named Nelson Moore being stoned.
 
   So on the morning of June 19, 2011, it was very loud for a Sunday.  Cabs were crashing into other cabs, and the horns were strangely silent.
 
   These weren’t normal sounds.  I knew the normal sounds.  I heard them every day from my perch in the trees. 
 
   I looked at my watch and saw it was just past six in the morning.  My makeshift hammock was hung in an excellent place I’d used before, really well-hidden above some thick leaves, so I left all my stuff there.  Not my weed – some tree-climbing stoner might find it and I wasn’t about to risk losing that.  Anyway, I climbed down.
 
   And … then I climbed my ass right back up.  Scrambled my ass back up might be a better choice of words.
 
   This dude started running right at me the minute my Flojos hit the grass.   I thought he was pissed or something, and I checked my perfect memory for his face and did not find it.  Then I realized he was dressed too nice to be a park-dweller, so there was no way I’d seen him unless I’d given him a ride.  He didn’t look like a pedicab rider, though.
 
   All this went through my brain in like a second.  I wondered if maybe I’d done some messenger work for him and he didn’t like my job performance.
 
   Anyway, I was back up that tree in like a split second.
 
   He hit the tree and started clawing at the bark, but luckily he didn’t notice the nearest handhold branch.  The dude could’ve reached it with just a little jump, but he was just like staring at me and growling and stuff.
 
   “Dude!” I shouted.  He stared up and me and I stared down at him.  He didn’t answer.  I didn’t know why then.
 
   “What?” I asked, and then I said, “I don’t know if you think I’m somebody else, but I don’t think I know you, so if you wouldn’t mind, you’re kinda freakin’ me out!”
 
   Then I noticed that the dude in the business suit on a Sunday was scratching at the bark of that tree so hard he’d torn most of his fingernails off, and pretty soon I just shut up and started looking around.
 
   That was when I realized I was literally up a damned tree.  I was gonna say without a paddle, but I know that’s wrong, although now I’d say a paddle wouldn’t have been a bad thing to have just then.
 
   I turned and looked south and saw people staggering all over the park.  Some people were running and screaming and others were lying on the ground.  Most were too far away from me to hear, but the guy below me was making too much noise to listen anyway.
 
   “Dude, shut up!” I shouted, feeling instantly bad.  He was obviously nuts, which is why I didn’t immediately try my Subdudo, which I created for times just like that one.  Every time I’d used it in the past, it was on people who were completely aware that they were trying to mug me or hurt me.  I didn’t even think this guy knew what he wanted except to get at me.
 
   More people started moving toward the guy, probably because he was making such a racket.  I started to panic.  I’d been through some crazy stuff with my mom, you know, with drug dealers and guys like that coming to our little apartment at all hours of the night, but I just stayed out of sight and I was okay.
 
   A woman was coming from the west, walking like a drunk.  Another two men and a younger boy were coming from the north, approaching from behind the crazy dude at the bottom of my tree.
 
   I looked at my hammock.  It was all I had, except for whatever I could get out of the tree I was in.  I climbed up and started breaking branches off as fast as I could, and as thick as I could manage.
 
   I stripped the leaves from the branches and let them fall to the ground, dropping the sticks inside the blanket.  I knew I would be putting my backpack inside the blanket too, but I needed to add as much weight as possible in order to use it as a makeshift weapon.  
 
   Looking back on it, I realize I was essentially trying to get away from what I now know to have been zombies by engaging in a pillow fight.  That sounds dumb even to me.
 
   And you know by now I’m not as dumb as I look.  Not that I look dumb these days.  I mighta looked dumb to other people then.  I didn’t have the dreadlocks yet; oddly enough, I got them after this whole zombie thing started.   I’ll get into that later.
 
   I monitored my own progress, which basically sucked, because I wasn’t strong enough to break big enough branches with my hands.  I was in good shape if I needed to start a campfire with kindling, but other than that, it was a bad plan.
 
   Then I remembered a movie I saw once.  I used to hang at a friend’s house and watch the nature channel.  Not sure why, but animals can be really fascinating when you’re buzzed.  The shit they do seems to make a little more sense when you’re stoned.
 
   That being said, I looked down at the base of the tree and now saw four of them there.   They looked kinda normal, but their faces were white and they didn’t seem to care much about how they looked, or even about comfort.  A woman had on one high heel, and that was broken.  Her other foot was all smashed, like maybe one of the carriage horses had stomped on it.
 
   She didn’t seem to notice.  I got sick to my stomach when I saw that.  Somehow it was the one thing that made me realize that while they were freaking me out, they were hurting themselves, too.
 
   I don’t like to see people self-destruct.  Not getting treatment for a crushed foot is as bad as sticking a needle in your arm or smoking crack.   You don’t care about yourself anymore, only your needs.  
 
   Your addiction.
 
   I know now that these freaks didn’t care about themselves at all.  Just their addiction.  I didn’t know it then, right?  You know I didn’t.  I know it now, so when I look back on them, I realize they were my mom.
 
   They craved food – us.  My mom craved drugs.  Nothing else mattered.
 
   I might tell Gem this whole thing could be too sad for me to handle writing down.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Gem just came in and read this last part.  She said I was doing good, and she leaned over and kissed my cheek.  Rachel was with her, and she hugged me.
 
   I’m good.  My stoner charm still works on the ladies.  Mixed with a little authentic sadness, it’s a no-brainer.
 
   So anyway, back to my predicament in the tree.  I climbed up above my hammock to a large branch, and settled in, centering my ass on it and leaning back on an upright.  I pulled the glass pipe and lighter from my pocket, took the rubber band off that held some tin foil over the already-packed bowl, and took a nice hit.
 
   And another.  I looked down at the crowd of moaners and scratchers and saw there were now around six of them all lookin’ up at me through the leaves of that tree.
 
   Besides the obvious anger, I saw their eyes.  They scared me really bad for the first time, because I knew they didn’t really see me – Nelson.  A dude.  They saw what Wile E. Coyote saw when he looked at Roadrunner … I was a big roasted bird on a platter, funny personality or not.  At that time I didn’t know they’d eat me, but I was pretty sure if they got near me they would just tear at me like they were doing to that tree.  Being clawed to death would be a horrible way to die.
 
   I wondered, in a passing thought, if maybe weed might mellow them out.  I’ve never met a mean dude or chick on pot.  I perceive weed like shock absorbers on a car; it takes away the bumps.  With aggressive people, weed smoothes away their aggression.
 
   I don’t have any idea if that’s a good analogy or not, and I was pretty sure none of them could even attempt to hold a pipe.
 
   Anyway.  That was a really huge sidetrack.  I was telling you about the nature film when I got all caught up on how these crazies were.  Then I guess I turned back to my mom and pot and everything else.  Sorry.
 
   So anyway, in this show, there was a squirrel.  The little dude climbed up this palm tree, straight up, all the way to the top.  Then he walked, real casual-like, down the palm frond all the way to the tip, and just jumped onto a frond just like it on another palm tree like four feet away.
 
   No fear.  The little furry dude just jumped, and sure enough, he grabbed onto that other frond and scurried up that branch to the tree.
 
   Not sure what he did then because I had to hit the head.  Maybe he climbed down that tree, which means he was just showing off to his squirrel friends, or he actually went from tree to tree.   Either way, it’s where I got my idea.
 
   I looked down and now there were like ten of these very irritated crazies down there growling and tearing off what fingernails they had left.  Just the sound of it was driving me nuts.  I didn’t have any ninja stars then, and even if I did, I can tell you I wouldn’t have thrown them.  I’d never thrown one at a human being before the end of the world as I knew it.
 
   Not a crack dealer, not a pimp and not a mugger.  That was why I had my Subdudo.  Right now there were too many for that.  I obviously didn’t figure things out in the beginning.  I thought I’d just have that one dude to worry about.
 
   Now that would be a great day.
 
   So, I prepared myself.  I checked the trees around me.  I chose a tree in the thicker part of the park because that way I’d have even more cover.
 
   That was when I heard Sherri screaming.  She’s a blonde chick who runs in the park every day, and she stops to talk to me whenever she sees me.  She likes the occasional weed, so we’ve exchanged numbers.
 
   I have connections.
 
   Anyway, I knew Sherri’s voice like I know Gem’s now.  
 
   “Sherri!” I yelled, trying to see her through the leaves and branches.  The messed-up people below ramped up their craziness when I yelled, so I just kept scanning the park until I spotted Sherri running in the direction of my tree.  
 
   It wasn’t the first time I’d slept here, but I had about four trees I used, and I could see that Sherri wasn’t sure where I was.
 
   “Stop!  Sherri, stop!” I yelled.  “They’re over here, too!”
 
   She screamed in fear while she ran, and some of the crazies that had been growling at me now turned toward her.  Immediately, they left my tree and stumbled in her direction.  About four of them.  
 
   I said Sherri was a runner, but she was a beginning runner.  Sweet looking blonde, great bod, but no real stamina yet.  Usually when I saw her on her daily runs, she was walking.
 
   “Nelson!   Oh, my God, where are you?” she yelled.
 
   “I’m at 11:00 from you!”
 
   “There’s no clock out here!” she said.  “Nelson!”
 
   She had clearly never heard of a clock location reference, which I found crazy.  Two more of the things left  the base of my tree and headed toward her.    She was like fifty yards away and I saw more behind her.
 
   I was so focused on her that my foot slipped from the branch I was holding onto.  I windmilled my arms and grabbed hold of my backpack, but instead of grabbing it, I knocked it to the ground.
 
   It hit one of them right on the head and he fell over.  The others started investigating my backpack.
 
   I was screwed.  My pocket knife and the rest of my clothes were in there.  Nothing I could do about it.  It was in the middle of a pretty scary looking crowd that I wasn’t willing to take on.
 
   “Sherri, get somewhere safe!” I called.  “Go!  Run!”
 
   She was blowing it, and I didn’t want to watch her die.  I had to kick my squirrel plan into action.   I needed more time to work out the details, but I wasn’t going to get it, that was for sure.
 
   I crawled out on the thickest branch that stretched out north, toward Sherri, who had now begun running west, away from us.  There was a good group behind her, which really gave me the courage to take the leap.
 
   When I got toward the end, the branch started to bend down, but I was high enough that the things below me couldn’t get to me – which made me think that if my squirrel jump didn’t work, I might break my neck.
 
   So I looked down at the branch, and looked above me.  There were two smaller branches up there that I could reach if I could just stand up.
 
   “Nelson!” Sherri called again, and this time I couldn’t look.  She was just going to have to save herself, because if she took my mind off what I was about to attempt, we’d both end up in Deadsville, I was pretty sure.
 
   So I used my amazing Subdudo ninja balance and stood up, the branch flexing beneath my foot.  I had my feet one in front of the other on the thick branch, which was probably about three inches thick.
 
   I reached up and held the branches above me to steady myself as I walked even further out.  Now the branch narrowed to around two inches.
 
   The next tree branches were only three feet away, and I could see they were thick.  The good part is I couldn’t see the ground, so those whacked-out lunatics below couldn’t see me, either.
 
   I stood there, my mind mellowed from the smoke, and stared at the tree, willing it closer with my mind.  I was really just stalling, but when I was ready to go, it sure seemed closer.
 
   I bent my knees and pushed down on the branch once, twice, three times, just like a diver on a board.   On the forth upswing, I leaned forward and pushed off by straightening my legs with every bit of strength I had.
 
   As I flew through the air, I had clearly underestimated.  I know what you’re thinking.  You’re thinking I missed the tree altogether.
 
   No way, dudes.  I went so far, I almost landed in the tree; I landed on a fat branch like a freakin’ hobby horse, and my balls slammed so hard into that wood that I’m pretty sure it almost changed my sex.
 
   I couldn’t even scream, man.  My eyes were pinched closed and I didn’t have any control over them.  I didn’t need a mirror to know my face was blue and yellow and red and every other color of the gay pride flags.  I guessed my balls were just red.
 
   I reached up and grabbed the branches above me to pull myself up and get the pressure off my jewels when I heard Sherri give another scream.
 
   Then I heard pounding, and Sherri was screaming, “Open it!  Let me in, please!  Hurry!  I’m not one of them!”
 
   I stared in horror, watching her pounding on the door of a park bathroom with what had to be thirty of the crazies running at her from all directions – I didn’t even know how many were behind the bathroom.
 
   Then the door opened.  My heart slowed immediately, as I watched her scramble inside, slamming it behind her.
 
   The crazed people hit the door hard and at full speed, but it didn’t stop them.  They just acted like the door was my tree.
 
   I scooted forward, pulling up with my arms to keep my balls from dragging along the branch.  I was sure when I looked I’d see a split right on that little seam – which I’ve always wondered why is there.  I’ve never looked it up or you know I’d remember. 
 
   Now maybe I’ll never know.  I can ask Hemp.
 
   He’ll know.  Weird question, though.
 
   Anyway.  Once I got deeper into the middle of the tree, I looked and saw that there weren’t any of the dead-eyed people down below me anymore.  I looked over at my other tree, saw my hammock there that I knew I’d never get back.  There were a couple of holdouts.
 
   So I looked around again and thought it was time to take a chance.  It was still morning, and I was hungry, thirsty, and I needed to take some kind of action to get to somewhere better than a tree.
 
   I moved around to the other side of the tree so when I hit the ground it would be between me and the other two freaks.  I hadn’t used this tree before, so it took me a bit to work my way down and I had to drop like five feet.
 
   But I landed like a cat, dude.  Hiss.
 
   Or meow.  Whatever, I was quiet and I was uninjured.
 
   Didn’t matter.  I scanned the park in all directions, saw the door to the bathroom was still closed, and figured Sherri would be alright for the time being.  I was pretty deep in the park, just to the north of Cedar Hill.  I figured I’d just hit Transverse and run to 5th Avenue, which was about the same distance from 5th Avenue to Madison.
 
   Waving a mental good bye to my stuff – everything but my pipe and lighter, pretty much, I just started running.
 
   I wasn’t oblivious to the fact that there were plenty of dudes noticing.
 
   Crazy dudes.  The kind who might need a touch of my Subdudo if they got too close.
 
   Now guys, you gotta know I didn’t know what to do then.  I had no idea.  The farther I ran the more I knew I was in trouble, because I didn’t see anyone normal since Sherri had run into that bathroom.  I had to figure there was another like us inside there because they opened the door, but we were sure outnumbered.
 
   So I zigged and I zagged and I looked out ahead of me and in all directions and just ran as fast and as long as I could.  It was Sunday, and it was early, so not many of the businesses had opened yet.  In the city that never sleeps I felt like I was the only sane person on the street.
 
   I reached 5th Avenue and I ran north.  I don’t know why.  I knew the city pretty well and I knew I could hit a bridge out of town either way, but I had no idea where to go yet.  I just knew this wasn’t a good place to be.
 
   Not good at all.    So I charged up, and as the things came at me, I’d run the other way.   I was up against this cab waiting for my path to clear and I felt this pounding behind me and I turned to see this bloody dude inside.  He had a turban on and he was just shrieking, man.  His face was gray-white and his mouth was bleeding.
 
   I screamed myself.  Then I ran some more.
 
   I got to 74th Street and saw a vendor food cart – not a little trailer kind, but like a truck.  I mostly get my food from street vendors, but this one was Greek food, and I’m not all that familiar with it and could never confidently pronounce Gyros, so pretty much avoided them.
 
   I ran up to it because I saw steam coming out of one of the stacks, or smoke or something, and I was really hungry and thirsty and scared, like I think I told you.
 
   So I went straight for that thing and grabbed the doorknob.   It was locked.
 
   I kicked it, and kicked it, trying my major Subdudo moves, and it wasn’t happening.  So I said screw it.  I went to the front, saw the pivoting windows in the front were already cranked up – it must get really hot in those things – and I scrambled up and through the window.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When I dove inside, I’m just lucky there weren’t any cooking surfaces below the windows, because the ones on the driver’s side of this rolling kitchen were cranked up to full heat.  I dropped down in the center aisle, my hands just missing the hot griddles, and I basically slid to the floor like a big inchworm.
 
   When I landed, I knew right away someone else was in there, because I heard more of that growling.  I pushed myself backward because the sound was coming from in front of me.  I scrambled to my feet as fast as I could, and when I looked up, I really saw one of the sick people close up for the first time.
 
   This guy was a foreigner of some kind, but what was probably once dark skin now peeled from his face.  His hair hung in greasy stands and his hands were bubbled flaps of skin hanging off deformed fingers.  His face looked a lot like his messed up fingers.
 
   I glanced over at the hot griddle and saw the sizzling outlines of his hands, which told me what had happened before I jumped inside; the dude had clearly been too kooked out to remember that really hot surfaces would screw you up, and he got really screwed up.
 
   He didn’t seem to notice.  I didn’t even know I was doing it, but while I looked him over, I realized I’d  pushed myself as far away from him as I possibly could, right into a big stack of Styrofoam cups and plates and paper napkins piled at the rear of the truck. My sack was still aching from the clash with the tree branch, but it was a dull ache by then, and I did my best to forget about it.  
 
   I kinda had to; the dude who had been on his hands and knees eating what looked like raw bacon, jerked his weird face toward me and with a chunk of bacon fat hanging from his teeth, he hissed at me.
 
   “Whoa, dude, you must love bacon,” I whispered, pretty much to myself. 
 
   Suddenly I didn’t think he really cared about the bacon anymore.  That’s the only way I know how to put it.  He started toward me before he even got completely to his feet, his mouth open wide, his eyes crazy.  I didn’t want him anywhere near me.  I was scared as shit right then, and I may consider myself mellow and really tolerant, but right then I took a half-skip forward and threw my right leg out and kicked him in the face.
 
   My Subdudo is big time touch moves.  I tap joints and nerve endings and make things happen.  It’s largely an element of surprise that makes it all work for me, because I just don’t look like a dangerous guy.
 
   This guy, though.  He didn’t look like he’d sized me up.  He was just moving on instinct, and I was pretty sure if I didn’t hurt him he wasn’t gonna stop comin’ at me.
 
   So hell if I’m gonna let some crazy dude just launch himself at me.  As the sole of my Roman sandal hit his face, he flew backward, fell into the cab of the food truck and smacked his head hard on the gearshift.
 
   It didn’t phase the dude.  He cranked his face back toward me and had gotten his feet under him again in less than ten seconds.
 
   I saw a knife block and grabbed a smaller knife, like five inches long.  I was good with throwing knives and stars, but this wasn’t designed for that.  
 
   He lunged again and I drew back my arm and threw the knife as hard as I could.
 
   It spun just right and stuck in his neck, which immediately spewed this red-black juice that sure as hell didn’t look much like fresh blood.  I almost puked just then, but I didn’t have time.  He was gurgling, but now he came at me again.
 
   I scanned the counter and saw a good sized butcher knife.  I snatched it up just as the guy shrieked and rushed me.  I closed my eyes and threw my arm forward.
 
   The feeling was probably worse than seeing what I’d done.  The sensation of the blade slowing in your hand when it hits flesh and skull is horrible.  I knew the minute I did it I was crying, but I couldn’t help it.  This thing – these things that were people – they forced me to do it.  
 
   I didn’t know if they were dead, alive, sick, crazy or what.  I only knew that it seemed like every one of them wanted to get at me and any other living person nearby.
 
   Anyway, I opened my eyes right away and saw him staggering away from me, his hands clawing at the knife jammed into his right eye, all the way to the point where the blade became too wide to let it sink further in.   
 
   I guess it was far enough, because the crazy dude was quiet and just dropped to his knees and fell forward.
 
   The knife held his head up for a moment, and he slowly tipped to his right and against the base of the hot griddles.
 
   I turned them off.
 
   I then took a 5,000 pack of napkins and pulled them out one by one, opening each, and laying it over the dead guy in the apron.  I wasn’t leaving, and I couldn’t stare at him for long.  I kept it up until most of his ugly parts were covered.
 
   “Breathe, dude,” I said to myself.  “What could be happening?”
 
   I have a photographic memory.  It works better if I read something, but I can also hear someone say something or tell me, “Hey, Nel, remember this phone number.”  I’ll do that.  You ask me like  two years later what that number was and I’ll tell it to you.  If you told me whose number it was, I’ll tell you that, too.
 
   So I went back through my memory, sorting around the various files for anything remotely like what was happening.  These people could have something like the bubonic plague, but I knew all the symptoms and while these guys had some, attacking people wasn’t on the list.
 
   Rabies.   If this was a rabies problem, all of these people would be dead in like two to ten days.  Problem solved, but really sad.  I ruled that out, though, because rabies causes a loss of appetite, and the dude that was just lunging at me was eating raw bacon.
 
   I pulled out my pipe, then checked my other pocket for my baggie of weed.  
 
   Check.
 
   I took the foil off the pipe again and hit it twice, holding each one.  While I held the second hit, I turned and looked out at the street.  This was a more narrow street, but it was action packed for a Sunday.
 
   The worse part was, I didn’t see any others like me and Sherri.
 
   I blew the hit out of my mouth and said, “Sherri!”  I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket – it was just a flip phone, so I wasn’t gonna be surfing the internet anytime soon – and I dialed her number.
 
   No speed dial.  I’m not in that big a hurry usually, and my memory is better than my phone’s.  It rang just once and she answered:
 
   “Nelson!” she shouted.
 
   “Dude, are you clairvoyant?” I asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “How’d you … oh, never mind.  Caller ID.”
 
   “Where are you?” she asked.
 
   “I’m in a roach coach on 74th Street.  Sherri, I just killed a dude.”
 
   I felt sick to my stomach even saying it to someone.
 
   “One of them?” Sherri asked.
 
   “Yeah.  Whatever them are.”
 
   A voice came through the phone that wasn’t Sherri’s.
 
   “Shh!  Your talking’s whipping them into a frenzy out there!”
 
   “Is he looking out the window?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” said Sherri.  “There’s one on each side, really high up, but he’s standing on the sink.”
 
   A big crash sounded over Sherri’s voice.
 
   “Sherri, are you alright?” I asked.
 
   “Damnit!” Sherri said.  “The sink broke off the wall.”
 
   “You guys okay?”
 
   “For now, I guess.  Water’s pouring in, but it’s running out the bottom of the door.  Nel, can you get here and get us out?  Does the truck run?”
 
   “You know I don’t drive,” I said.
 
   “You know how to drive, right?”
 
   “I’ve driven a few times, but not lately, and not fast.”
 
   “Nel, there’s a lock on the door, but we’ve been watching.  They haven’t tried the doorknob.  If they were still high-functioning enough to do it, I think they would’ve, don’t you?”
 
   “I guess,” I said, staring at the napkins over the former cook’s body getting bloodier and bloodier.  “What’s that got to do with anything?”
 
   “If you can just drive that truck over here, they won’t be able to get to you.   Can you?   Do you see any police out there?  We tried dialing 911, but it went into a bad number tone.”
 
   I couldn’t believe I never considered dialing 911, but it wasn’t something I’d done since the few times I had to call them to keep my mom from dying from an overdose.  At her mention of the police, I realized a siren had been blaring way off in the distance for like the last half hour, but it didn’t sound like it was coming closer to me or moving farther away.  That wasn’t normal.  Cops turn sirens off when they get to where they’re going, I thought.
 
   “Nelson?  Can you come and get me?”
 
   “Is the dude with you okay?”
 
   “He hasn’t tried to kill me or rape me, so I’d have to give him the nod for now,” she said.  “His name’s Jeff.”
 
   “Sherri, I barely made it outta that park,” I said.  “Give me ten minutes to scope out the situation and I’ll call you back.  Just stay there for now, okay, babe?”
 
   “Hurry, Nel!” 
 
   “Ten minutes.  Let me think of something.”  I hit END.
 
   I looked around the roach coach and saw a knife block.  I went for the longest, thinnest blade I could find.  I didn’t have any idea then what killed these things, only that the one I had stabbed in the eye had finally died.  The chest wound just seemed to piss it off.
 
   I stared out of the front windows, staying low so I might not be visible from outside the truck.  I heard screaming from my left.  A man’s scream.  
 
   You know, it’s weird.  You hear women scream in horror movies and stuff all the time.  It’s kinda something you expect.  But when a man screams, it’s somehow more freaky.  It’s absolute terror – no less than a woman’s, but I think we guys pretty much choke up rather than let it out when we’re scared shitless.
 
   This man was scared shitless.  He ran into my view and I saw four of the crazies after him.  He wore a jogging suit and I don’t know how far he’d already run before he had a real reason to, but he looked wiped out.
 
   He turned his head to see how close to him they were, and that was his mistake.  He tripped over a fire hydrant and fell flat on his face.
 
   I wanted to yell at him; to tell him to get up and get over to the roach coach, but if I did, those four freakshows might see me.  I didn’t need to be trapped anyplace else after my experience in the park.
 
   Then they were on top of him.   Dude, I can’t even tell you the feeling in my stomach as I watched these guys tear into him.  It was like they were drawn to exposed flesh, because one went for his face and another went for his neck.  A blonde lady was ripping at his left thigh, and another guy was chewing on his right knee.
 
   “Oh, my God,” I whispered.  It was the first time I realized what they were.  I couldn’t take a pulse to see if they had heartbeats and I didn’t know how they could make noise if they weren’t breathing, but I knew what they were from seeing every George Romero film ever made.
 
   They were zombies.  Freakin’ true-to-life, walking dead zombies.
 
   I turned and looked at the dashboard and saw the key hanging in the ignition.  I’d have to jump over the dead guy to get into the driver’s seat, but I figured I could come up with the adrenaline to clear him.
 
   Then I looked at the rear of the truck.   No window.  Plus, I saw right away that once I got into the driver’s seat, the only view I’d have was out the front window.  The food serving window was too high up to see out, that was for sure.
 
   I wasn’t a freakin’ good enough driver to handle that; I needed to be able to see if I was going to change lanes or something or I’d wreck it before I went a hundred feet.
 
   “Okay, slow down and breathe, dude,” I said out loud.  “You need to calm down and figure out a plan.”
 
   I scanned the roadway through the front windshield.  Like I said, there were cars stopped in the street, but not like rush hour; not near that many.  Kinda scattered, except for the damned food truck I was in.  I saw when I ran up that a car had parked right up against the rear, and I could see out the windshield that it wasn’t going anywhere with another car a foot away.
 
   I spotted a Hotel Pennsylvania shuttle bus stopped about five car lengths ahead.  I couldn’t see for sure, but it looked like a couple of people were moving around inside.
 
   If I could get to that shuttle – it was propane powered, which made me feel better about it – I might be able to get a ride from them.  Problem was, all they had to do was crank the wheel sharp to the right to get out of the traffic, and they weren’t doing it.  
 
   If something was right in front of them, they had room to back up like four feet to make the turn – but again, it just sat there.  I couldn’t tell if it was running or not.
 
   I pulled out my phone and this time I did hit redial, because I had just called Sherri.
 
   “Nelson, are you coming?”
 
   “I’m gonna try, dude.   Just hang tight.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m still in the roach coach but I have a plan.   Maybe I’ll drive a little shuttle van over.”
 
   “Nelson?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Why not just drive the vehicle you’re already in?”
 
   “It’s a long story, Sherri.”
 
   “Be careful, okay?”
 
   “Sherri, I’m all about self-preservation.  Have been for years.  Hang tight.”
 
   “Okay, Nel.”
 
   I closed my phone and didn’t dick around for long.  I jumped over the dead dude, kicking him as I did, and dropped into the driver’s seat.  I scanned the street ahead, and saw some of the staggering men and women up the block.  They were far enough that with my heart pumping as fast as it was, I’d practically fly over the pavement, hardly touching the ground.  I pulled the lock up and put my hand on the handle.  I was going to try to get to the shuttle.
 
   Five car lengths.  Maybe 18’ to 20’ per car.  I had to run about 100’ to hit my destination – and then it had to be unlocked.
 
   I realized that I was counting on some good karma and a whole bunch of other crap going my way.
 
   Yanking open the door, I jumped out, and I’m pretty sure my feet hit the ground spinning like a Roadrunner cartoon tornado.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   The stench hit me all of a sudden, the moment I was away from the overpowering smell of whatever had been cooking in that food truck.  It smelled like a composting bin stuffed with everything under the sun.
 
   Literally, under the sun.  Rotting.  Decomposing.  I tried to breathe out the entire time, but in twenty-five full strides, I reached the shuttle bus and ran around to the side where the door was, and I was huffing.
 
   I pounded on it, but the moment I did, I knew it was pointless.  A man in a bloody business suit hunched down over a man in a green Polo shirt and brown pants.
 
   He was feasting, bro.  The dude was face first in his meal of stomach lining and intestines and all the other gooey, organic goodness tucked inside.
 
   I wasn’t sure I could handle driving the shuttle then, even if it was propane powered.  I looked around.   They were coming at me.   Four or five of ‘em, staggering along, still a good fifty yards away, but coming steady.  And those were just the ghouls I could see.
 
   I had an idea.  I ran around to the driver’s side door, and yanked on it.  
 
   It was unlocked, which I totally did not expect, so I slammed it again and ran back around.
 
   I had learned how to jimmy the doors open on shuttles long ago, ‘cause I used to snag free rides when the driver’s were preoccupied in the back with some little old lady passenger who needed help with a walker or a bag.  I give them a light smack on the hinge side – yeah, I know, but it works, man – and then a knee to the middle of the center hinge.  It might be a safety switch of some kind, like you’re making the door think it’s hitting somebody – but the damned things pop right open, 
 
   Bang.  Knee.  Swoosh.
 
   It was open!
 
   “Hey, you … thing!” I yelled, standing just outside the door.
 
   He looked up.  There was meat hanging from his teeth and he had that two-in-the-bush look in his freaky eyes, like I might taste better than the bird in his hand.
 
   “Yeah, bro … I’m buzzed, so you get a bit of Nel here …”  
 
   I couldn’t finish what I was going to say, because while I was trying to be cocky and confident, I could not keep my mind off the fact that he had killed the driver whose seat I was about to drop into.
 
   It worked.  With his pink eyes staring through what might have been thick cataracts, he rushed the door.
 
   I eased it partially closed in case he happened to be fast, and as I ran around the front end, I gauged I had plenty of room to pull forward.  I stood outside the driver’s side until he pushed himself through the passenger door and I jumped in the seat, slammed my door and used the hydraulic control to close the other door.
 
   I was sealed in; safe.  I could go get Sherri now, and maybe that Jeff dude that was with her, if he turned out to be okay.   I looked down and saw something sticking out from under the seat then, and I reached for it.
 
   It was a miniature baseball bat.  Like two feet long, but as solid as any full-sized bat.  I turned it over in my hands and saw the guy had used some sort of wood burning tool to write THE ENFORCER on it.
 
   I totally needed one of them right about then.  I hefted it in my hand and gave it a test swing.  I bashed the rubber floor with it and it was solid.
 
   I turned the key.  It cranked and cranked, but didn’t turn.  My eyes automatically went to the fuel gauge.
 
   Dead empty.
 
   I would’ve banged my head on the steering wheel, but it was coated with chunks of something with hair attached to it.
 
   Before a crowd gathered, I had to get my ass back to the roach coach.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   I threw the door open, The Enforcer in my hand.  A staggering chick with a black, shiny purse that still somehow hung over her shoulder came at me, her eyes blowing some sort of pink smoke.  
 
   I wasn’t in to hitting people and she was off-kilter enough that I was able to skirt around her.  
 
   I charged back toward the food truck with everything in me, my legs practically skimming the asphalt.  Just as I reached out to grab the door and slingshot myself around it and into the cab, a guy stepped out from behind the open door and I smacked into him – hard.
 
   Our skulls knocked hard into one another, and I felt dizzy all of a sudden.  I felt myself falling, and haphazardly swung the bat hard with my right hand before toppling to the ground.  I felt it connect, and when I hit the ground and looked up, I was glad to see the man-thing I’d run into was also down – but still moving.
 
   Adrenaline took over and I scrambled to my feet and stepped on the guy’s leg as I jumped into the truck and yanked the door closed.
 
   I dropped into the driver’s seat again and sat there staring through the windshield.  I held up my hand and realized I still held the miniature bat.
 
   I closed my eyes and put my hand on the key.  I turned it.  The engine cranked and fired.  I dropped the automatic shift into gear and gave it some gas.
 
   And … I hit the car in front of me.  Like I said, it was close.  I put it in reverse and gave it just a bit of gas.  I felt it stop when I hit something else, but this time I just pressed the gas harder and as the engine revved, the heavy, rolling kitchen moved backward two feet.
 
   “Yeah!” I screamed, and gassed it more.  It had been a small car behind the roach coach, and apparently it was no match in weight, because I moved it another foot.
 
   I looked out the front windshield again and saw I had room.
 
   I dropped it into drive and pulled out.
 
   Like I told you before, it was early on a Sunday morning and the street wasn’t insanely busy yet.  The cars there were sitting – not sure about those inside.  I could see a bunch of them were running when I ran by, and the fumes about choked me, but all of that hit me after I got safely into my shuttle.  
 
   Everything was cool until I got to a point where there was a Smart Car – yeah, I was tempted – on the left and a heavy duty service vehicle on the right side.  I was not going to be able to squeeze through.  I looked over at the sidewalk and saw I had at least a foot of extra room to slide between a liquor store and a tree.
 
   That tree was like sad compared to the trees in the park.  What a shitty hand that tree was dealt.
 
   “Hey, bro.  I’m God.  You shall be a tree!”
 
   “In Central Park?”
 
   “No.  On 74th, outside the liquor store.”
 
   “So I’m gonna get pissed and puked on a lot.”
 
   “But you’re a tree!  Congrats, bud!”
 
   God can be a real jokester sometimes.   Anyway, I did squeeze the truck through, and after I zigzagged my way across 5th Avenue, I hopped the big ass coach over the curb and I was back in Central Park.
 
   I was kinda proud of myself.  I reached into my shirt pocket and rewarded myself with a nice hit.  It did not escape my notice that I was running low on greenery.  If I had much more of this to deal with, I was gonna need more, and there were no ifs, ands or buds about it.
 
   Well … maybe some buds.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I cruised along the wide sidewalk and saw Sherri’s bathroom ahead.  The door was still closed, and sure enough, there was water running out from under it.  
 
   None of those things were outside.  I stopped the truck and looked around.  I had at least a half a minute of time, and I needed to get rid of my dead cook before I got Sherri inside.
 
   I moved my seat all the way back to make a path and unlocked my door.  Then I got out of the seat and leaned down to grab the dead guy’s feet.  I lifted him and dragged with all my strength.
 
   The slimy blood beneath him allowed him to slip along the rubber floor until he dropped into the carpeted cab.  I checked the driver’s side window and mirror again and saw the coast was clear for the moment.   I opened the door and yanked him hard, jumping out with his ankles gripped in my hands.
 
    
 
   I dragged him until his upper body dropped out of the truck, then I pulled him like five feet more before dropping him.  
 
   When I looked up, another dude in a filthy shirt and weird, gray arms was crawling into the food truck.
 
   “No, man!  Stay out of there!” I shouted, but he didn’t pay any attention to me at all.  I ran toward him and tried to get his shirt, but just missed him.  He was now inside the damned truck.
 
   I leaned in and snagged the mini-baseball bat before crawling in after him.  I slid past the driver’s seat and stepped into the narrow aisle, holding the bat up high as I moved toward him, my feet sliding in the bloody muck on the rubber floor where the chef had bled out.  I pulled the narrow-bladed knife from my pocket and held it in my left hand, but truth be told, I preferred to use the bat.  
 
   If I gotta defend myself, I’m more of a whacker than a stabber.  I just learned that today, but I did not dread swinging the bat as much as I dreaded experiencing that feeling of a blade pushing into meat.
 
   It had been effective with the food truck chef, though.
 
   He turned and I saw his entire stomach had been sliced open.  What I guessed were intestines hung out like freshly stuffed sausages, and I had to choke back a gag.
 
   Outside the other side window I saw three more of the things I hadn’t noticed just moments ago.  Go figure, but all three of them were in either running suits or biking getups.  
 
   I prefer to dig the nature of Central Park lying on my back in the grass, not watering it with sweat.  Either way, I knew I had to hurry.  
 
   The dude with the open abdomen was having difficulty walking – I wasn’t sure what part of his body was tweaked, but his left leg was dragging.
 
   “Follow me, dude!” I shouted, and felt bad immediately, ‘cause I knew that if he did follow me I’d whack him.  
 
   I moved toward the door of the truck again and his pink, dead eyes fixed on me as he staggered forward.  I dropped out, glanced back to make sure I wasn’t gonna be jogger or biker food in the next couple of seconds, and turned back.
 
   He moved past the seat and stood right in front of me.
 
   I pulled back my bat and slammed it hard on his cranium.  I think that’s the part right in front.  Either way, his knees buckled, and the guy tumbled right out onto the ground. 
 
   I unceremoniously – Hemp taught me that word – used the guy for a step and got back up into my food truck – ‘cause it was my freakin’ truck after all the fighting I had to do for it – and dove into the driver’s seat, pulling the door closed behind me.
 
   I sat there and breathed for a while before dialing Sherri’s number again.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sherri answered before I even heard it ring.
 
   “Nel!” she said, sounding relieved.  “You’re okay!”
 
   “So far,” I said.  “Sherri, these are people, chick.  People who got so sick they’re eating other people.”
 
   “Nelson.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “What does what mean?”
 
   “Why didn’t we change?  Is it coming?”
 
   “Dude, don’t scare me!” I shouted.  “I feel fine right now, and I am hungry, but I’m thinkin’ a nice carnitas burrito would be good.  Fully cooked.  Now listen to me, Sherri.  There aren’t any of those things outside your box right now.”
 
   “We’ve been really quiet.”
 
   “Good.  I’m going to drive over there, and when I do, I’ll park right in front of you so when you open that door, you just gotta hoof it like twenty feet and you’ll be in.  Got it?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “And I am in the roach coach, so there’s only one entry door.  I’ll jump out of my seat and you guys run past me.”
 
   “Thank you, Nel,” said Sherri.
 
   “Let me get you inside before you thank me.  You still okay with the dude with you?”
 
   “He’s good.  I like him.”
 
   “Good.  Okay.  I don’t know where we’ll go, Sherri.  No freakin’ idea.”
 
   “I know you,” she said.  “It’ll be better than here.”
 
   “Gotcha.  I’ll text you when you need to go.”
 
   I hung up.   There were water fountains and exercise stations in front of the restroom, so I couldn’t pull any closer than I promised.  When I got there, I swung it around and pulled to a stop.
 
   From my new parking spot I saw what had to be forty of them in the distance.  I looked the other way.
 
   More.  Maybe.  For now I was clear.   I texted Sherri and watched the door.
 
   She burst through first, a guy running right behind her.  I told you she wasn’t a long-time runner, but I’ll tell you right now, that chick could’ve run the New York City Marathon the way she was moving.
 
   When she was ten feet away I saw her eyes begin to panic, so I flung the door open and jumped out of the seat to give them room.  She practically jumped in and ran right into me.  I held her with my hands and said, “Woah, Sherri!  You’re okay.  You’re okay now.”
 
   The other dude flew in and passed us, but before I could warn him, his feet slid in the sticky blood and he want down on his ass, sliding between the prep counter and the stove.
 
   I let go of Sherri and leaned over and yanked the door closed again.  I felt immediately better.
 
   Sherri turned toward Jeff.  “Jeff,” she huffed.  “This is Nel.  Nelson Moore.”
 
   He turned toward us as he pushed himself from the floor.  He didn’t smile.
 
   It was my first alarm bell.  I always smile, once I get over my initial paranoia – which is real with pot.  It’s the only negative side effect I can think of.
 
   The dude was a redhead with a short, curly beard.  He was like a medium build, but almost six feet tall.  His eyes were brown and tired, and he wore a Rush tee shirt, which made me question him just a bit.
 
   Not whether he had decent taste in music, though Rush is a bit complex for my ears, but whether or not he was from Canada.
 
   His lack of a smile dissolved mine.
 
   When he spoke, he didn’t say ‘about’ or ‘house’ but I figured out he wasn’t Canadian.  He had a kind of southern accent.
 
   “I’m Jeff Clare,” he said, still not smiling.
 
   “Thanks for letting Sherri into the bathroom, bro.”
 
   “No problem.  Thanks for coming to get us.”
 
   “Where you from, man?” I asked.
 
   “Kentucky.”
 
   “What town?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” the man said.  He stared out the window.”
 
   “Don’t you know where?” I asked.  “I mean … it’s just a town.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I know where I live?”
 
   “Because you’re not telling me,” I said, throwing Sherri a look.  And suddenly my paranoia kicked into high gear.  I started to ask again, but by that time I admit that the stress of all I’d seen must have gotten to me.  The minute I wrote this down in this chronicle, I couldn’t even believe I said what I said next.
 
   I looked at the dude.  “Are you sure you’re … wait.  Dude.  No secrets.  My mind is everywhere right now, and if you won’t tell me where you’re from, I’m going to go to the far reaches of my imagination and guess that you’re not from the land of KY Jelly at all.  I’m betting you’re like a Chinese spy who delivered this zombie virus to America and now you’re waiting around to watch your handiwork, all juiced up with the antitoxin.”
 
   The dude stared at me for a minute, and I started to think I was right.  It wouldn’t be the first time I jumped to a crazy conclusion that turned out.
 
   Then he laughed right in my face.  If I ever used the word, I might say he guffawed in my face.
 
   “Why are you laughing, man?” I said, considering some Subdudo to set him straight.  I threw the food truck in park and stood up.
 
   He had been leaning on the counter, but now he stood there, facing me down.
 
   I was just considering whether I had overplayed my hand when Sherri said, “Jesus, Jeff!  Nel, he’s from a town called Faubush.”
 
   “Sounds made up,” I said, sitting back down.  I was actually relieved.
 
   “Got a fuckin’ GPS on this thing?” he said.  “Look it up.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you just say, dude?” I asked, shaking my head.  “We have enough weird stuff going on that you don’t need to add to it by being mysterious.”
 
   I felt calm, but I was definitely irritated.  I don’t dig assholes or people who don’t answer simple questions.  It’s not like I have anything to hide from anyone, and if you won’t tell me something as simple as what town you’re from, then I can’t trust anything you say.
 
   Jeff took a deep breath and released it slowly, scanning the park around us.  I watched him.
 
   “I don’t have a lot of friends,” he said.  “In a setting with a bunch of people, I seem like an outgoing guy.  Get me with one or two people I don’t know very well and I don’t interact much.  I automatically feel on the outs and that makes me withdraw into myself.”
 
   “So … me and Sherri?  Dude, we know one another, but it’s not like we hang out.  I’ve talked to her in the park for the last year when she slows to a walk.  If she never slowed down, I can tell you we wouldn’t even be friends.”
 
   “Sorry.  Yeah.  Faubush.  My family is still there.  If I had a choice, I’d head that way.”
 
   “We all got choices, man,” I said.  “Mine is Concord, New Hampshire.”
 
   “Who’s there?” asked Sherri.  
 
   “My Grampa Jim.”
 
   “How’s the fuel tank, Nelson?” asked Jeff.
 
   I checked.  “Like 7/8ths of a tank.  We’re good.”
 
   There wasn’t a door but there was a passenger seat, so Sherri dropped into it and opened the glove box.  “There’s gotta be a map in here somewhere,” said Sherri.  “This guy could get lost or something.”
 
   A horde was building outside.  We weren’t drawing much attention because we were stopped and I suppose the morning sun was reflecting off the glass.  Better get out of there now, though.  I put it in drive again.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jeff.  Not sure what got into me,” I said.
 
   “I take full blame.  I’m glad to be with you guys.  I can maybe grab a vehicle when we get out of the city.”
 
   “This is crazy,” said Sherri, pulling a New York and New Jersey Rand McNally book out of the pocket in back of my seat.  She held it up for me to see as I hit the gas and turned hard left, rolling along the walkway again.  
 
   Two of the things – a man and a woman in matching jogging suits – walked right in front of my truck, giving me like a foot to brake.  I did, but they both went down.
 
   “Crap!” I shouted, stopping and putting it in park.
 
   “Nelson!” said Sherri.
 
   “I’m not sure they’re those things yet!” I said.
 
   And … then they were up.  They clawed at the grille of the truck with fingers as trashed as the tree scratchers earlier.
 
   “Check,” I said.  “Should I just drive over ‘em?”
 
   “Do they look like anybody you could have a conversation with?” asked Jeff.
 
   I looked back at him for a sec to gauge his seriousness, and saw he was.   I looked back at the couple.
 
   His eyes – pink.  Her eyes – red.  
 
   What’s the difference? I thought.  How infected they are?
 
   I closed my eyes and floored it.  I felt and heard the thump.  I did not see it.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sherri went over the map, and I looked ahead to make sure I could get through.  There were quite a few times I had to spin the wheel to avoid more of the zombies.  
 
   My head was spinning.  I worried about my Gramps.  He wasn’t getting any younger, and if this was everywhere, I hoped he was okay.
 
   Then I really started thinking about it.  I said over my shoulder, “I believe you’re not a Chinese spy now, Jeff.”
 
   “Do I even look Chinese?” he asked, and I did see a smile in my peripheral vision.
 
   “No, bro.  You look more like a leprechaun.”
 
   “I haven’t checked lately, but that might be racist or something,” he said.  Definitely a smile in his voice that time.
 
   “Ha ha, dude,” I said.  “Mind if I call you Lucky?”
 
   “I might need it,” he said.  “Do what you must.”
 
   “Cool.  Sherri, which way?” I asked.
 
   “Nelson?” she asked, her voice wavering.
 
   “Yeah, Sherri?”  I put my foot on the brake and turned in my seat.  I know distress when I hear it.
 
   “I have to go to my place.  I really do.”
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   “My dad.”
 
   “Just him?” I asked.
 
   She nodded.  “He’s sick.  Lung cancer.   I’ve been taking care of him.  Quit work about a year ago.  When I go running, it’s the only time I get out anymore.  I’m sure he’s scared.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “Not far.  Two miles, about.”
 
   I nodded.  “Sure.  While I drive, tell us about him.  Before he got sick, okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, tears in her voice.  “Thank you.”
 
   I drove.  With no rear window I backed up now and then on a wing and a prayer, but we were working our way to her dad’s building.
 
   “His name is Walter.  Walter Reynolds.  He used to hunt every weekend during the season,” she said.  “He’d bring home fresh venison and stock the freezer every year.  He even did some bear hunting.”
 
   “How old is he, Sherri?” asked Jeff.
 
   “He’s seventy-two now,” she said.  “My mom died two years ago.  He was glad she went before he found out about his cancer.  She died of the same thing.”
 
   “So they liked to smoke together,” I said.
 
   “Yes, they did.  If I didn’t see them with a cup of coffee and a cigarette, I was still in bed dreaming.  They really enjoyed it … until it killed my mom.”
 
   “What was her name?” asked Jeff.
 
   I was liking him more and more.  
 
   “Julie,” she said.  “He quit when she was diagnosed.  Cold turkey, and for good.”
 
   “Too late, I guess,” said Jeff.
 
   She shook her head.  “He started again when she died.  He said he didn’t quit for himself.  He quit for her, so she wouldn’t have to worry it would happen to him, too.  He gave that to her, but I guess it wasn’t important enough to give it to me.”
 
   “Sherri, it was probably too late by then,” I said.  “The damage had been done.  Let the guy enjoy his last months.  If he digs smoking, it’s like closing the barn door after the horse got out.”
 
   “I never pegged you as insightful, Nelson.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s kinda by design.  But you liked me a lot, huh?”
 
   “Yes, and I like you even more now.”
 
   “Is this it?  Up here on the right?”
 
   “Fuck,” said Jeff.
 
   “Excellent choice of words, my friend,” I said.
 
   There was a queue and all the neighbor zombies were on line.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Where does he live?  What floor?” I asked, staring at the shuffling bodies blocking the entrance to the building.
 
   “We’re on the third,” said Sherri.  “Elevator’s out, too.  Been for a week.”
 
   “I wouldn’t trust it anyway,” said Jeff.  “There can’t be any utility companies running normally right now.  Power could go any minute.”
 
   “Good point,” I said.  “If the workers changed like the rest of these people, they’re just running around creating a buncha havoc.”
 
   “No guns, nothing.  We’re not getting in there, Sherri,” said Jeff.
 
   “Open the door,” she said.  “My dad’s in there, and I have to … wait.”  She pulled out her cell phone.  “He doesn’t always answer, but if he knows what’s happening, he might now.”
 
   “You got caller ID?” I asked.
 
   “No, not on the house phone and he doesn’t have a cell.  He still has an old style phone.  Like those rotary dial phones, but with buttons.”
 
   “Wow,” said Jeff.  “Hurry.  Nel, you got any ideas?”
 
   I held up my mini baseball bat and my serrated knife.  “Just these.  Here.  You can have this.”  I gave him the knife.
 
   He looked at me as he took it.  “This is a better weapon.  Why’d you keep the little bat?”
 
   “I’m a better smacker than a stabber.”
 
   He nodded.  No further explanation necessary, I assumed.  I also knew that neither of our weapons would be enough, and I was kinda freaked out about using Subdudo on them.  I’d seen all the zombie flicks, and if they scratched or bit you, you’d be one of them in no time.
 
   Sherri put the phone down and started bawling.  “He’s not answering,” she said through her sniffles.  “I don’t even know if he’s alive.”
 
   “Was his door closed when you left?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, of course,” she said.
 
   “Then he’s okay,” I said.  “You said when you were in the bathroom, none of them were trying to turn the knob.  It must mean they’re so zoned out they don’t remember how.”
 
   “That’s right, Nel,” she said.
 
   “Yeah.  It is.  You guys want a hit of weed to mellow you out?”
 
   “Not me,” said Sherri.  “Nelson, are you sure you should?  I mean … we have to figure out how to help my dad.”
 
   I had the pipe in my hand already.  I had to refill it, so I started on that.   After I had my baggie tucked away again, I said, “Consider it my Xanax.  It keeps me even-keeled.”
 
   “I’ll have a hit,” said Jeff.  “Maybe it’ll calm my nerves.”
 
   I pulled back the pipe as he reached for it.  “You’re not gonna get all paranoid on me and decide not to leave the truck, right?”
 
   “I’ll leave,” he said, smiling.  “But I might laugh at inappropriate times.”
 
   “Aw, that’s cool,” I said.  “Laughter’s the best medicine, they say.  I’d say we could use a healthy dose of that.”
 
   I gave him the pipe and he took two small hits and returned it.  I covered it and tucked it away.  “I’m not going in there.”
 
   “Nelson!” said Sherri.  “You drove me here, so open the door and I’ll go.”
 
   “You can’t fight them, Sherri,” said Jeff.  “Too many.  Nelson, what do you have in mind?”
 
   “I know a dude named Matt who runs an internet store.  I don’t know if he’s still okay, but he carries a few things of interest.  First of all, he’s the guy who taught me the basics of martial arts, and how to throw my ninja stars.”
 
   “You can throw them?” asked Jeff.
 
   “I can,” I said.  “I’m really good, too.   I mean really accurate.  My bud Matt has about fifty of them.  He sells them online – mostly as novelties, but they’re real.  Brass, stainless steel.  Balanced and sharp.  They could probably penetrate a skull.  I’ve never thrown one at a human being before, but I’ve buried them pretty good in some dead trees.”
 
   “How far is the store, Nelson?” asked Sherri.
 
   I looked around and scanned the street.   We were outside of downtown now, and on the right side.  “He’s like six blocks or so from here.”
 
   “Want me to drive?” asked Jeff.
 
   “Nah, dude.  I think you and I should hoof it.  If things go as planned, we can get there pretty fast.  These zombie dudes and chicks don’t move very fast.  Thank God Romero got that part right.”
 
   “What about me?” asked Sherri, fear in her eyes.
 
   “You stay here,” I said.  “Lay down on the floor after we leave if you want.  I get that you’ll be scared, but you’ll be okay.”
 
   She appeared to be thinking about it.  I didn’t blame her.  I could be impulsive; it’s not always a good way to be.
 
   “Okay,” she said.  “But if you don’t come back, I’m screwed.”
 
   “I’ll leave the keys.  Don’t get blocked in.”
 
   “Yeah, what if someone blocks –”
 
   “Nobody’s going to block you,” Jeff interrupted.  “Nel’s kidding.”
 
   I looked at Jeff.  “See, Sher?  The dude just met me and he already knows me better than you.”
 
   “Hurry back,” she said.  
 
   I climbed down and stood next to the door.  “Open it.  You ready Jeff?”
 
   “I’m not as worried as I expected to be.”
 
   “My bud’s name is Matt.  He’s also my weed connection, so I have to say I have other motives.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We hit the ground running, and not for the first time that day.  My sandals weren’t really cut out for a lot of speed and I couldn’t cut too sharp in them either, or I’d blow out the toe straps.  I knew after running the first block that shoes would also be on my list.
 
   “Left here,” I said.   Jeff was right behind me, and he looked content for the situation.  We rounded the corner and hit a wall.
 
   “Shit!” shouted Jeff, as he ran into me.
 
   “Back, back!” I shouted.  There had to have been some kind of church on this street that I’d forgotten about, because there were about three dozen men, women and children staggering around in nice clothes, bumping into each other, completely out of it.  
 
   “Oh, my God!” said Jeff, and I followed his eyes even as we kept on backing out of the alley.  It was a woman’s body, and there were five people – or zombies – feasting on her torn open corpse.  Her nice low-heeled dress shoes were in the middle of the street, and they pretty much had the rest of her stripped and eaten.  Their fingers dug inside the open carcass, tearing at the ribs and really worrying me.
 
   Not for the first time, but it was definitely the worst time.  It was the first moment I wondered if I was doomed.  If we all were.  It mighta been the pot talking, but self-preservation kicked in, so I listened.  We ran to the next block.
 
   “There are ways around that road,” I said.  “Guy coming on the right, push left, Jeff.”
 
   The creature angled toward us, but he lacked a ton of coordination and only had one shoe on, so wasn’t a speed demon by any stretch.
 
   We moved toward the storefronts and hit the sidewalk, leaving him in the dust.  Judging from the level of activity on the streets, I had to assume this crap hit in the middle of the night – maybe like three or four in the morning.  
 
   That would explain why the zombies weren’t flooding the streets.  They couldn’t open doors and they were locked inside their apartments.
 
   We had gone three blocks.  I needed to slow down.  My lungs were burning.
 
   “Hold up,” I said, stopping and resting my hands on my knees.
 
   “Yeah, I need a break, too,” said Jeff.  “How much farther?”
 
   “About the same distance, bro,” I said.
 
   He nodded and filled his lungs with air.
 
   I glanced up every once in a while and saw a few of them heading toward us.  Not with any excitement in their steps – I was pretty sure they hadn’t seen us yet.
 
   I looked at the glass storefront next to me.  It said Ace Hardware.  Jeff noticed.
 
   “Nelson.  Machetes.  They have to have them.”
 
   “Dude, that’s a brutal weapon.”
 
   “You saw that lady, Nelson.  Those are brutal things.  If we don’t want to end up like her, then we have to treat them like monsters.”
 
   “They are monsters, huh?” I said.
 
   “Far as I can tell.  Real monsters.  Scarier than anything I freaked myself out with when I was a kid.”
 
   “Me, too,” I said.  I banged on the glass with my fist.  
 
   “Pretty thick?” asked Jeff, doing the same.
 
   “If you and I kick it at the same time that might do it,” I said.   
 
   “No time like now,” said Jeff.  “C’mon.”
 
   We both stepped back to the curb and put about six feet between us and the plate glass.   
 
   “On three,” he said.
 
   He counted.
 
   We ran.  We kicked.
 
   The shatter of the glass sounded like an explosion.  Square chunks of glass blew all around us, into my face, my hair and all over my clothes.
 
   When I opened my eyes, we were both holding our hands over our heads.  When we caught each other’s eyes, we both started laughing hysterically.
 
   “C’mon, quick!” said Jeff.
 
   I followed him in.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I looked behind us after we jumped inside the store, wondering if the noise was going to draw some of the messed up people.  You have to remember that while I had seen what they were doing to other people, I didn’t really want to accept that they were actual zombies.
 
   I do live in the real world.  I may like my pot and I might trip around putting on the loveable stoner’s persona, but I’m not a complete idiot.
 
   I really believed there had to be some sort of explanation besides Jeff being a Chinese spy.
 
   He and I were friends by then anyway.  And he was right; he didn’t look Chinese.  Double-agent wasn’t out of the question, but it wasn’t the most likely.
 
   “Nelson, over here!” shouted Jeff, from the back of the store.
 
   I moved slowly along the aisle, still keeping one eye on the open plate glass window.  “See anyone?  Hear anything?” I asked.
 
   “No,” said Jeff.  “Store’s probably closed on Sundays, right?”
 
   “Yeah.  Good,” I said.  He was right.  Not much to worry about inside, and to get in the window, the crazies would have to actually step over a two-foot base wall.  If we were quiet, they probably wouldn’t even be interested in this particular store.
 
   I reached Jeff, who held two machetes.  He gave one to me and I hefted it.
 
   “I agree it’s a good weapon, but brutal.”
 
   Jeff looked at me.  “What they’re doing to people out there is brutal.”
 
   I nodded.  “Way brutal.  I need something else though.   A first resort.  Maybe something longer.”
 
   “Keep the blood off you?” 
 
   “At the very least, dude.”  I looked down the aisle and saw the longer-handled gardening tools.  “Down here.”  I started walking.
 
   “Hold on, man.  Cool.   Perfect.”  He pulled down two long, sleeve-looking things from the rack.
 
   “What are those?” I asked.
 
   “Machete sheathes that mount on your belt.”
 
   “For the busy gardener?” I asked.
 
   “Gotta figure.  Nylon or leather?”
 
   “Give me leather.  Normally I’d go for nylon, but it might need to last, I guess.”
 
   We stopped for a moment to put them on.  
 
   “I feel a hell of a lot better already,” said Jeff.  He kept his blade out of the sheath for now.  
 
   I eyed the window again and two of the shamblers cruised by, unaware of our presence just feet away.
 
   After they passed, I released my breath.   “I don’t like being scared like this,” I said.
 
   “You’re scared?” asked Jeff, shaking his head.  “I don’t know New York at all; I just got here like a week ago.  This is about as daunting as it gets for me.”
 
   “What were you doing here?” I asked, reaching for a pitchfork.
 
   “Wife was done with me.  She found some dickhead at work and went for full custody of my son, Dylan.”
 
   I looked at his face and the sadness in his eyes.  “Worried about your kid?  How old?”
 
   “He’s seven, and yeah.  It’s why I have to go.”
 
   Jeff looked about mid-thirties, so a seven-year-old made sense.  “Wow,” I said.  “The age where dad’s like the biggest dude in your life.  At least from what I’ve been told.  I get it, man.  Sorry we’re heading in opposite directions.”
 
   “So am I.  So … a pitchfork, huh?”
 
   “I might use the other end to push ‘em away until I figure out if I have to kill them.”
 
   “You don’t have a lot of time to figure out how aggressive to be, buddy,” said Jeff, scratching his beard, concern in his brown eyes.
 
   “I know.  I don’t want to be wrong when it comes to killing anything.   If they’re moving, they’re something.  I need to figure out exactly what – sick people, zombies, reanimated mannequins, whatever.  I have to know before I get into full crazy killer mode.”
 
   “None of us has a crazy killer mode,” said Jeff.  “I’m pretty sure it’s a learned thing.  Mostly out of necessity, like in war.  We may be in that war now, Nelson.”
 
    I nodded.  “Right.  Okay, let’s get goin’.  Sherri’s probably getting freaked out and we still need to get to my buddy’s apartment.  Anything else you want?”
 
   Jeff said, “Hold on.”  
 
   He ran up and down the aisles.  I turned to watch the window and saw that I was being watched already.
 
   A man wearing a waist apron and a coin changer on his belt stood staring at me.  He wore a multi-colored vest over his white tee shirt, and his hair was pitch black.  There was a backpack slung over one shoulder.  “Are you alive?” he asked.
 
   His voice carried a thick accent, but I understood him and breathed a sigh of relief.  “Yeah, dude, hurry inside.  C’mon!” 
 
   He looked in both directions down the sidewalk and turned back to the store, making the small jump over the wall beneath where the glass had been.
 
   He crunched through it and reached me, holding out his hand.
 
   I stared at it, but didn’t shake it.  I looked from his hand to his eyes.  They were intense blue, and he looked confused.  “Sorry, man.  I have to play this a little paranoid right now.  I don’t know what caused this stuff or what spreads it.  My Grampa is a doctor, so I have some idea of how germs spread.”
 
   He looked at his outstretched hand and nodded, lowering it.  “I’m Gregor,” he said.  “Gregor Kokinos.”
 
   He looked about mid-forties, but I’m a crappy judge of age.  “Can I call you Greg?” I asked.  
 
   “My friends call me Koko.”  He looked down at my sheathed machete.  “Are there any more of those?” he asked, pointing.
 
   “Jeff!” I shouted.  
 
   “You with someone?” asked Jeff, from the rear of the store somewhere.
 
   “Yeah.  Koko.  He’s got an apron on.  Looks like a street vendor or something.”
 
   “Good guess,” he said.  “I sold gyros from a cart on 5th.”
 
   “Dude, it’s kinda early for meat sandwiches,” I said.
 
   “The meat must be cooked, the vegetables prepared, the sauces made.”
 
   “Great, now I’m hungry,” I said.
 
   Jeff appeared from the far aisle carrying some other stuff in his hands.  “Koko the talking gorilla?”
 
   I looked at the somewhat burly man in front of me.  “You’re not the famous gorilla, right?”
 
   “You two are funny,” he said.  “Let’s hope I can get back to a point where I can laugh again.”
 
   “Here,” said Jeff, handing me a pair of leather gardening gloves.  “Protect your hands.  These are large.  I’m Jeff Clare.  You’re Koko?”
 
   “To my friends.”
 
   “That would be me,” said Jeff.  “Nice to meet you, Koko.  What size?  I’ll get you a pair.”
 
   “Guide me to the machetes, too,” he said.
 
   “Is that a Greek accent?” 
 
   “What was your first clue?” he asked.  
 
   “Yeah.  Your name should’ve been.  I’ll shake your hand once we get our gloves on.   Glad you’re alive, brother.”
 
   “Me, too.  I will need my name’s meaning to guide me until this sickness has passed.”
 
   “What’s your name mean?  First or last?”
 
   “My last name only means red.  My first means vigilant watchman.”
 
   “Cool,” I said.  “We could use more watchmen, that’s for sure.  Go get your machete.  If you want to hang with us at all, you’re welcome.  I think safety in numbers might be a good way to go, at least until we clear the city.”
 
   He nodded and followed Jeff down the aisle.  I took the role of Gregor for the moment.
 
   I was the vigilant watchman.
 
   Thankfully, it was a dead shift.  Pun totally intended.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   We left the store at around 8:30 AM.  I’d say the city was waking up, and it was, but only in the cacophony of moans and groans and occasional screaming.
 
   We managed to get to my buddy’s apartment building without having to kill anyone or anything.  I wasn’t sure how long it would last, because we definitely had to run a few times.
 
   Turns out these things, for the most part, were George Romero zombie slow.  That was good.  I wasn’t a runner, and I relied on being wiry.  Being wiry is good when you’re not strong and you’re not fast.
 
   Lets you wriggle out of trouble.  Bob and weave.  I’m a good bobber and a better weaver.  Had to do it a few times with guys who came to visit my mom.
 
   The street was lined with cars, but they were empty – at least the ones we passed.  A homeless guy with no legs screeched at us from a doorway, but he had fallen off the furniture dolly he was using for a skateboard and Koko had killed him.
 
   Turns out the Greek was scared.  Not cowering scared; attack first scared.
 
   He was big, but he was jumpy; if he saw any of them within like fifteen feet of us, he would charge them and drop them with his machete.  Mine wasn’t even used yet; his was covered in blood, and he kept wiping it off on the clothing of his takedowns.  
 
   His leather gardening gloves were at least keeping it off him.
 
   “Hey, Koko,” I said at one point.  “Don’t wear yourself out, man.  We can pass some of them by.”
 
   He just shook his head, his eyes scanning the streets.  “Why?  Do you see them healing?  I looked into their eyes.  They are dead.  They already smell.  I knew that before I came across you.  My wife was the first I saw.”
 
   I nodded.  “Sorry, Koko.  What … was her name?”
 
   Jeff kept an eye out as we talked, so I felt okay giving my full attention to the guy.  He was sad and he was mad.  I gave him both of those emotions.
 
   “Her name was Alena,” he said. “Her name means torch of light.”  
 
   I checked him over to find a clean place to touch him, and put my gloved hand on his shoulder.  “You carry her torch, man.   You keep it burning in here,” I said, putting my other hand over my heart.  “I’m sorry, man.”
 
   He nodded.  “Thank you.  Now why are we going to this place?”
 
   “Weed and weapons,” I said.  “Stuff I prefer.”
 
   “Like what?” he asked.
 
   “You’ll see.  My friend lives above his shop, so one way or another, we’ll be able to get in.”
 
   We continued up the street, Koko scanning the entire time, his machete gripped in his hand.  I thought he was maybe as good as having an attack dog with us.  Jeff and I didn’t have to do any work.
 
   The front of the store was clear, but the accordion bars were over the front windows and a chain and padlock secured it.
 
   I walked to the middle of the street and looked up to check his window, but I didn’t see anyone looking out.
 
   “What’s the plan?” asked Jeff.  His blade was still clean like mine.
 
   “We get in the door and go to the second floor.  His is the first door on the left, over this shop.”
 
   “Text him?” asked Jeff.
 
   “Dude doesn’t have a phone.”
 
   “Seriously?” asked Koko.
 
   “Thinks the government can track him.”
 
   “Ah, one of them,” said Koko.  “But he’s right.”
 
   “A quick toke and we’re up there,” I said.
 
   Koko looked at me as I unwrapped my pipe, restuffed the bowl with the last couple of pinches of pot, and flicked my Bic.  Jeff moved in and finished it.
 
   Koko was standing on the third step by the time we were done.   As we mounted the steps, he turned and pulled the door open.
 
   It was unlocked.  It was never unlocked.  I didn’t like that at all.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Nelson, look,” said Koko.  He was pointing at the street.
 
   I turned and saw a police officer – one of NYPD’s former finest, staggering in the street.  His pale, gray face pivoted in our direction and even from the forty foot distance, I saw the change in his eyes.
 
   Pink.  Very clearly, they had a pink hue.
 
   “He’s one of ‘em,” I said.  “The eyes are tinted for some reason.  Weird.”
 
   “Blood, maybe?” asked Koko.
 
   “Who knows?” I said.
 
   “He’s got a gun,” said Jeff.  “And he’s coming this way.”
 
   “Maybe he’s not totally changed or something,” I said.  “But look at how he’s walking.”
 
   “He has changed,” confirmed the Greek.
 
   I said, “Koko?  You ever handle a gun?”
 
   “Sure,” he said.  “My father had a set of .22 caliber target pistols.  I was not bad when I was seventeen years old.”
 
   I nodded toward the cop.  “Is it like riding a bicycle, bro?  If it is, then based on this unlocked door here, I’d say you should dance with him and get that gun.  We might need it if this building is overrun.”
 
   “But he is a police officer,” said the burly man, his face concerned.
 
   “And he’s like the walking dead or something, and he’s no longer capable of using that gun,” said Jeff, turning on his heel and moving toward the cop fast.
 
   “My friend –” started Koko.
 
   “I got it,” Jeff interrupted.  “We can have a conversation or we can take action.  There’s not a lot of time to fuck around as far as I can tell.”
 
   I shrugged and looked at Koko, who seemed like he was feeling guilty.  “Whatever.  His choice.”
 
   I could see that Koko’s concern came because the infected dude was a cop, but he could’ve been the President of the United States and it wouldn’t matter.  At the moment, he was what he was, and it didn’t seem to be human.
 
   As we watched, Jeff bee lined toward the cop and stopped six feet away.  The cop had already been walking toward us, so Jeff met him on the sidewalk.
 
   “Give me your gun,” said Jeff, holding his machete in his right hand, raised over his shoulder.  He threw us a glance.  “Just making sure.”
 
   “Got it,” I called back.
 
   Jeff drew closer, his machete raised.  The cop-thing stumbled forward, closing the gap between him and Jeff as a mist almost the same color as his eyes began drifting from the creature.  A light breeze caught the floating color, whisking it away behind the down-but-not-out officer and away from Jeff.
 
   I watched in amazement.  “What is that stuff, Jeff?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t smell anything,” he called, not taking his eyes from the dead cop.
 
   “Hurry up,” I said, glancing up the stairs behind me, then back to the standoff.
 
   Jeff drew his arm back, took two quick steps and brought his arm down in an arc.  It sliced through the neck of the officer and his head, hat and all, tumbled to the pavement.   The body crumpled in place.
 
   Jeff doubled over and threw up in the street.  He then looked at the severed head, ran five steps toward us and puked again.  When he was finished, he wiped his mouth on a sleeve.
 
   “The head . . . it’s . . . still alive,” he huffed.
 
   “What?” I asked, sure I misheard him.
 
   Koko went into the street and approached the head.  Jeff had recovered and I could see the dude wanted nothing to do with it.
 
   “Sorry about that,” he said.
 
   “About what, man?  We’re not killers, Jeff.  At least I’m not.  Far from it.  This stuff isn’t easy.”
 
   “We’re all real badasses until the nightmares come true,” he said, now watching Koko.
 
   The Greek picked up the head in his gloved hands and held it by the ears.  He stared at it for a moment, and the pink mist drifted from it again.
 
   “Get rid of it, dude!” I shouted, but something happened.  He dropped the head and his knees buckled.  
 
   Koko went down hard and ended up on his back.
 
   Jeff and I ran together to where he lay, unconscious.
 
   I knelt down beside him and Jeff went over to the cop’s body.  He kicked it.
 
   It didn’t move. 
 
   “Dead?” I asked.
 
   “The body is,” said Jeff.  “The head?  Not so much.”
 
   “How is that even possible?” I asked.  “What the heck is going on here?”
 
   “Shit,” said Jeff.  “Nothing normal.  Nothing normal is going on.  There are three more coming.”
 
   I wasn’t looking in the same direction, but there were two more – two women in what appeared to be their Sunday best – zigzagging toward us from behind Jeff.  Five total now. 
 
   “Two more behind you,” I said.  I shook Koko.  He didn’t stir.  I looked at the progress of the church ladies and slapped him hard in the face.  Nothing.
 
   “C’mon, man!” I shouted, slapping him again and again.  Nothing.
 
   I stood and tried to drag him, but his dead weight didn’t budge.  I dropped to my knees again and slapped him three more times before his eyes fluttered open.
 
   “Dude,” I said.  “You need to get up.  Hurry!”
 
   “What … what happened?”   His voice was thick.
 
   “Not sure, bud,” I said.  “Jeff, get that gun and let’s go.  C’mon up, Koko.  I’ll help you.”
 
   “I got it,” said the Greek.  “You’re so skinny I’ll pull you down with me.”
 
   I moved two steps away, the pitchfork in my hand, and waited while he grunted to his feet.
 
   Then something strange happened.  Another woman appeared behind the other freaks.
 
   She wore what appeared to be a hospital gown, and there was a pronounced bulge in her stomach.  She rounded the corner into view and stopped, staring forward.
 
   I stared back.  She was half a block away, but I felt in my bones that something was different about her.
 
   I knew she was dead.  The words came into my mind as I stared at her.  It was true.  The way she held her head.  The stillness when she stopped.  No swaying.  No movement at all.
 
   I looked over at the head that Jeff had cut off the NYPD officer.  Its mouth was moving, chewing, and the tongue was licking the asphalt as it rested on its side.
 
   It was alive.  It was impossible.
 
   What happened next was almost too quick to figure out.  The formerly disorganized, gray-faced church ladies doubled their speed, walking on low heels, one of them in a flowered dress missing a shoe and staggering but not falling, as though something opposite of gravity held them upright.
 
   Now the pregnant chick was moving.
 
   “Dudes, something weird is going on!   Let’s get the hell inside, now!   Jeff!”
 
   “I got it!” shouted Jeff, bending over to unsnap the holster and slide the sidearm out.
 
   He called, “There’s a taser, too!”
 
   “Take it and hurry!” I said.
 
   Mama was now halfway up the street.  I looked the other way and saw the three that had been behind me had also sped up.
 
   Then two went to the far sidewalk and the other cut to the side of the street where my buddy’s shop was.  
 
   I turned back.  The other staggering ladies split up, too.  The pregnant chick was now less than a hundred yards away.
 
   “We have to beat them to the building!” said Jeff, running full bore.  “What the hell!” 
 
   And we were all hoofing full speed to the stoop.  We got there and Koko yanked the door open, allowing me and Jeff to fly in beside him.  Once in, he yanked the door closed and went to turn the deadbolt.
 
   It was a key lock.
 
   “You wearing a belt?” I asked.
 
   “I am,” said Koko, already removing it and figuring out what I was going to suggest.
 
   He slid it out and ran to the door where he fed it several times through the interior handles.   He pulled the strap through the buckle and cinched it tight.
 
   We all breathed out.  The pregnant woman now stood directly in front of the building and stared in at us.  No lights were on in the lobby, so I wasn’t sure she could see us, but still, she stared in our direction.
 
   “I think I mighta peed a little right there,” I said.
 
   “If that’s the worst of your problems,” said Jeff, “I might have you beat.”
 
   “What happened to me?” asked Koko.  
 
   “I have no idea,” I said.  “Somehow the thing knocked you out.  You okay enough to handle the gun?”
 
   “Give it here,” he said.  Jeff put it in his hand.
 
   He racked the gun, chambering a round.  “Okay.”
 
   “Follow me, dudes,” I said.  “Keep away from doors, I guess.”
 
   “Smells like crap in here,” said Jeff.
 
   “Like the whole city now,” said Koko, the gun pointed toward the floor for the moment.
 
   “Shh,” I said.  “Keep it down.  We don’t wanna push our luck.”
 
   “I don’t know how those things could figure out if any noise is us or if it’s coming from some of them,” said Koko.
 
   As we stood there, looking up the stairs, I realized the sounds drifting in the rank air of the building were as bad as the stench.
 
   Moans and groans.  Scratching and scraping.  Bumping, crashing.
 
   Nobody screamed for help.  It seemed maybe everyone was past that point.
 
   I didn’t say anything; I just headed up the stairwell.
 
   We reached the top of the stairs and turned left.  I looked at Koko and Jeff.  “His name’s Matt.  Just hang to the side for now, and don’t let him see that gun, Koko.  He’s into self defense, and he might have some trick up his sleeve or something.”
 
   “Understood,” said Koko.
 
   I knocked.  I waited.
 
   “Did you hear something?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, like the scraping and moaning coming from all around us?”
 
   “Yeah, right dude.”  I knocked again.  “Matt!  It’s Nel, man.  If you’re there buddy, open up!”
 
   Ten seconds or so passed.  Then a voice came, muffled behind the door.  “Nelson Moore?”
 
   “Yeah, Matt!  It’s Nel.  Got a couple of people with me, bro.  Let us in, okay?”
 
   “You sick?” he asked.  I wasn’t sure why his voice was muffled.  
 
   “No, dude.  Not at all.  I was in my tree in CP and I woke up to a bunch of crazies, man.  All of us are okay.”
 
   The deadbolts turned on the door.  Six altogether.  I was already used to that.  Jeff looked at me and shook his head.
 
   The door swung inward and there was Matt.  He wore a full gas mask, and he had a long-bladed, curved dagger in his right hand.  
 
   “Dude, if you stab me, I’m going to be very depressed, and possibly dead.”
 
   “Good to see you, Nel,” he said, stepping back.  
 
   “Can my buds come in?” I asked.
 
   “As long as you trust ‘em,” said Matt.  
 
   Matt was around 5’10” tall and medium build.  He had light brown hair cut almost in a bowl cut, surrounding a long face and round chin.
 
   His blue eyes stared out of the acrylic faceplate of his mask.
 
   We all went inside and he closed the door, resetting every bolt.
 
   “Dude, you can take off that mask.  We’ve been out there.  If you haven’t changed yet, I don’t think you’re gonna.”
 
   A noise came from the other side of the apartment that sounded like “Fuh yeh!”  It was muffled and could’ve been in the next apartment.
 
   Suddenly, a door opened across the studio apartment.  A girl came out with long, blondish dreadlocks, and what I’ll have to admit was a smokin’ body.  She ripped an identical gas mask off her face and took a deep breath.  “Nel?  Nelson Moore, right?”
 
   “Were you in a closet?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, I was!  Nelson, right?”
 
   I looked at her.  “Heather?” I said.  “Heather Goodspeed?”
 
   “Hell yes, Nelson!  You haven’t changed since I was like six years old!  I’d recognize you anywhere!”
 
   “I told you to keep the goddamned mask on, Heather!” shouted Matt.  “Jesus, you never fucking listen!”
 
   “Look at these guys, Matt!  It’s okay.  Don’t be so stubborn.”
 
   Matt ripped his mask off and shook his head.  “Fine, but if we die or turn into those things out there, it’s on you.  You too, Nelson.”
 
   “Most of the city has already turned,” I said.  “Least from what I’ve seen.”  
 
   Jeff said, “I’m Jeff Clare.  I’ll forego shaking your hand if you’re worried, and I won’t even offer a fist bump.”
 
   “Thanks, bro,” said Matt.
 
   “You mind if I ask when you first put that mask on?” asked Jeff.
 
   “Why?” asked Matt.
 
   “Because if you put it on after you started seeing these things, and it does spread through the air, it was too late.  I’m guessing that at least for now, we’re immune to whatever is causing this.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “You got stash, yeah?  And weapons?” I asked.
 
   “I got all sorts of stash,” said Matt, laughing.  “I loaded up because Lawrence was supposed to come by for an elbow.  Guy never showed.  What the hell is going on out there, anyway?”
 
   “Guy stuck you with a pound?” I asked.  “Dude, can’t say I’m bummed.”  I whipped out my near-empty baggie.  “Anyway, out there?  Fuckin’ zombies, dude.”
 
   “No way!” he said.  “I knew it was crazy, but Heather and I were sure some new drug started making people freak out.”
 
   “They’re eating people, Matt,” I said.  “Seriously eating people.  You guys can’t stay here.  Your whole building is jammed with them.  Heard ‘em on the way up here.”
 
   “What’s causing it?” asked Matt.
 
   It was a question that nobody had asked, at least expecting an answer.  Maybe none of us felt equipped, but it was a subject we needed to touch on just in case any one of us heard or saw anything.  I looked at everyone else.  “Any ideas?   Hear anything on the TV?”
 
   Jeff shook his head.  “I hang out at a sports bar, but if anything this serious was on the horizon, I’m sure they would have cut in.”
 
   “Is it in the air?” asked Heather.  “The water?”
 
   Matt looked troubled.  “This is screwed, Nel.  I got two grand out on this elbow.”
 
   “Yeah, and he promised me a grand of that for my rent,” said Heather.  “I’m ready to get evicted.”  She looked at Nelson and smiled.  “Hey, Nel … ever considered dreads?”
 
   I shook my head.  “No, but if you guys come with, bring your junk with you.  We might be hiding out a while.”
 
   “Why not here?” asked Matt.  
 
   Jeff stood and shook his head.  “You’re not getting it yet,” he said.  “Outside there are men and women – cops, nuns, hookers, you name it – chasing people down and eating them.  You might want to let that sink in for a few minutes.”
 
   “Chasing?  They don’t look very fast to me,” said Matt, staring at Jeff. 
 
   He looked like I wished I did.  I longed for my initial oblivion, but I learned there’s only a tiny window of ignorant bliss, and I already used mine up.
 
   “I think we’ve figured out we don’t have any clue what caused this, and that they’re like zombies out there.  The fact is, we came here for weapons and weed and I don’t have much time.”
 
   “I can hook you up with both, man,” said Matt.
 
   “Hold on a sec.”   I pulled out my phone, which was down to about 25% battery left.  It dropped like a stone after that.  I punched in redial.  It rang once.  
 
   “Nelson!  I’ve been calling you!   Why didn’t you answer?”
 
   I pulled my phone away and looked at it.  The volume was down so far it was past the vibrate on completely silent.  “Sher, I’m really sorry!  I must’ve turned it down accidentally.  You okay?”
 
   “No!   They’re out there, and they know I’m here!   Nelson, they’re clawing at the sides of the truck!”
 
   “How many?” 
 
   “I can’t tell, there are so many!   Maybe twenty?”
 
   I looked at the others.  “You guys coming with?”
 
   Heather nodded.  Matt looked unsure.
 
   “Matt?” I asked.  “Hurry.  I have to go help Sherri.”
 
   His shoulders slumped.  “Dude, what … what should I bring?  How long you think this is going to last?” 
 
   “It’s not a fucking Springsteen concert,” said Koko.
 
   “Sherri, hold on a sec,” I said, looking at Matt.  “So you’re coming, right?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.  I don’t know what we’ll do here.  We’re already out of food.”
 
   “Munchies last night,” said Heather.  “Good-bye Double Stuffed Oreos.”
 
   Heather was twenty-two years old, and the lips that made her brother look just a bit odd when he was that age made her face sensuous.  Her eyes were between green and blue, taking on both colors depending on the light.   
 
   “Sherri, we’ll be there.  Just get on the floor.  You were on the floor, right?” I asked.
 
   “No, well … I was, but I got up to see, and they saw me!”
 
   “Oh, man,” I said, frustrated.   “Stay down, Sherri.  We’re leaving now.  Please, just lay low.”
 
   I closed my phone and looked at everyone.  “Matt, I need stars.  This,” I said, holding up the pitchfork, “is really good, but I’ve been dreading using it.”
 
   “Ha.  Dreading,” said the dreadlocked Heather.
 
   I smiled briefly because she was hot lookin’ and it was habit, but I could already tell she wasn’t near scared enough.
 
   “I have like thirty-something of them, Nel,” said Matt.  “Brass, stainless.  Even some cool shiny copper ones.”
 
   “Excellent, man.”
 
   Matt got up and went to the closet where he opened the door and pulled down a shoebox and a small duffle bag.  He put them both on the bed in the middle of the room.
 
   It wasn’t so much a bed as just a mattress on the floor.  Matt hadn’t really changed his life much since he was in his teens, but I couldn’t criticize him and didn’t care to.  
 
   I lived in a tree.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Jeff went to get a drink of water from the faucet, but when he turned on the valve, it dripped twice and stopped.
 
   “Water got shut off two days ago,” Matt said.  “I’d have had the bill paid when that dick picked up his weed, but now it’s the weekend and like I said, he’s a no-show.”
 
   Koko shook his head.
 
   Matt and I went through the stars and I took them all.  Heather gathered up a single bag that held her necessities and her hair supplies, along with what she explained were a bunch of pre-made dreads. 
 
   “I got a whole bunch.  Enough to do everyone.  Not you, Jeff.  Your hair’s too short.”
 
   Jeff looked at me, and back at her.  He started to say something, but Koko stood from a flimsy wicker chair and went to the window.   “Young lady, come here, please.”
 
   “What?” she asked.  “Me?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, turning toward the window.  His face was grim.
 
   She walked slowly to the window where he stood.  Mesmerized, I walked behind her and sat on the edge of the bed near them.
 
   Koko jerked the heavy, blackout draperies apart, hard enough for both halves to slide all the way to the opposite walls where they came to an abrupt, waving halt.
 
   Even I jumped.
 
   “Look down at the street.”  His Greek accent was thick.  He continued.  “I believe that in approximately ten steps out there you will lose your smile.  Your joy will dissipate.  You will begin, I think, to understand that the world that you still believe exists is gone.  Dead.”
 
   “I –”
 
   “You don’t understand anything yet,” interrupted Koko.  “The world as you knew it is the only thing that has no life left in it.”  He stared down at the street, and the pregnant creature, her hair hanging down like silk thread, stared up at him.
 
   I stood up and moved behind Koko, watching her.  The other zombies seemed to be waiting or something.  I never totally put two and two together, but I remember thinking there was some connection between them.
 
   By the time I got to Concord my suspicions were verified and everyone there already knew about these females.  I was just figuring it all out, and I wasn’t anywhere close to the actual answer.
 
   “Have you mastered any weapons?” asked Koko, his eyes piercing Heather’s.
 
   “Why would I?”  She stared back at him, and I could only think one thing.
 
   That chick is already not having fun anymore.
 
   “She can’t fight,” said Matt.  “But I’ll look after her, man.  Just don’t scare her anymore.”
 
   Koko’s eyes flashed at Heather.  “Get your bag of toys and hair products and let’s go.  There is a young woman waiting for these men who I am told understands the danger we face.”
 
   Heather’s lip quivered, and tears dripped onto her cheeks.  “I can’t help it!  I didn’t know this was going to happen, and I don’t know what you want me to do, or what I’m supposed to do or anything!  I’m probably going to die!”
 
   Matt dropped his stuff onto the bed and went to her, taking her by the shoulders.  “Heather, look at me,” he said.  “You’re not going to die.”
 
   Koko walked forward and put a large hand on her shoulder.  “Heather, I am sorry.  I see you, and I am worried for you right away.  I see that you are not prepared for what we’ve encountered out there.”
 
   Matt nodded and she looked at him.  “Koko just wants to make sure you understand that it’s dangerous out there.  This isn’t a game.”
 
   “I’m goddamned twenty-two, not six!” she shouted, beginning to hyperventilate.
 
   Koko took her by the arm and led her to the bed where she sat.  He sat beside her while she tried to slow her breathing.  
 
   “Heather, what was your plan before we arrived unexpected?” asked Koko, his voice soothing now.  “You have neither food nor water here, and that means your only value to our little band of survivors is in what you do bring with you.  I believe you should … well, begin to look at things differently.”
 
   “It’s a good value, dude,” I said.  “A pound of weed and my ninja stars.”
 
   “Stars?” he said, a smile crossing his lips.  “They are toys from foreign movies.”  He pulled out the .44 he had taken from the policeman’s body.  “This is a weapon.”
 
   Don’t get me wrong.  I liked the big Greek who went by Koko, but I realized I had as much to learn about him as he did about me.  
 
   “Oh yeah?” I said.   “You have no idea, dude.  Now it’s your turn to come here.”  I walked to the window and selected a bright copper star.  It was around three inches in diameter and had eight points, like an octopus.
 
   I slid the window open.  The female thing below seemed to take extra notice, and her red eyes appeared to glow even brighter.
 
   “You alive, lady?” I called.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Do you need help?” I shouted.
 
   She made no movements at all, but as though by command, the five ghouls she’d ordered around earlier moved forward to stand almost in line with her.
 
   “Something is different about her,” said Koko.  “What do you plan to do?” he said, looking at me.
 
   I said, “I plan to do something I’ve never done before.  I’m going to throw this star at a person.  Or something that looks like one.”
 
   “From here?” asked the Greek.
 
   “It kinda looks like she’s our main stumbling block to getting out of here,” I said.  “Now,” I added, holding up my brass star.  “This has eight points, and you can see they were cut way down toward the center of the disc, only leaving a small hub.  That means the points are long.  If I do this right, it’ll really sink in.”
 
   “From here?” he asked again.
 
   Now everyone in the room had crowded around us.  
 
   “Dude, I’m not going down there to do it.”
 
   “Time for talk is over,” he said.  “Show me your ability.”
 
   “I call ‘em skillz, with a Z,” I said.  I turned to look at Matt.  “Kinda appropriate, right?”
 
   “Totally, Nel,” said Heather, who had stopped crying and now just looked fascinated.  I could tell she and Matt smoked before we got there.  Her eyes were pink, but there was no sinister reason for it.
 
   “You guys back up,” I said.
 
   They gave me three feet.  Heather stood on the bed.
 
   I eyed the lady with the red eyes and drew my arm back.  I moved the star in my fingers until it felt right, and I let it fly.
 
   A ringing-buzzing sounded as the star flew straight and true, its downward angled trajectory on the mark.
 
   It hit her just above her right eye and sank into her face.
 
   She teetered for a moment, and I was sure she was about to fall.
 
   “Dead hit, Nel!” shouted Matt.  “But she’s still standing.”
 
   He spoke too soon.  She raised one arm, and the other hand touched her stomach.
 
   She looked down at her full belly as she fell forward, hammering the star deeper into her skull.
 
   “Look at the others!” said Jeff.
 
   They drifted away, wandering aimlessly.  Not even staying together anymore.
 
   “Was she … telling them what to do?” I asked, looking at everyone.
 
   “If she was not, they somehow respected her,” said Koko.  “I would say that either way, it is good she is dead.  Nelson, you have my respect.”
 
   I nodded.   I didn’t get that much.  It felt good.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   With the red-eyed chick dead, we made it back into the street and took out the five slow-movers.
 
   Heather wasn’t much help, but I didn’t figure she would be right off.  Okay.  She wasn’t any help.
 
   More had appeared down the street, but with our new numbers, I figured we could take them.
 
   I was going to keep my pitchfork just in case the trouble of the moment was too close range to use my stars, but it seemed like a weapon that Heather could use, so I gave it to her.  Like I kinda indicated a second ago, the way she was holding it, it looked like she would just use it like a hockey player on a cross check.  Only problem with that is the penalty wouldn’t be two minutes.
 
   It would be the death penalty.
 
   I still had my little bat, and that would work for close contact fighting – which I wanted to avoid at all cost.  My throwing stars were my weapon of choice now that I had them.  I knew that eventually, we’d get Heather to understand the importance of killing first and asking questions later – unless you were a safe distance away like I was in the window with that red-eyed pregnant chick.
 
   Matt had a wide, leather belt that held ten to twelve of the throwing stars, depending on the diameter of your inventory.  Each one strapped in, too, so if I got knocked down – which I fully expected would happen eventually – I wouldn’t have them rolling all over the place, leaving me at risk.
 
   I put the belt on over my untucked shirt.  I was lucky I was wearing long pants, but I do that to keep bugs off me, especially when I’m sleeping in the trees.  
 
   This isn’t a world where I want to have much exposed skin.  My arms were enough temptation for the new, hungry inhabitants in the neighborhood.
 
   I still needed to ditch the sandals and get some real shoes on. Getting to Sherri was first.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   It didn’t take us long to get back to the food truck, but Matt made a stop at the hardware store to pick up a good sized hand axe.  He also got some paper filter masks like a painter might wear, but I didn’t see much use in them.
 
   It was maybe a two-minute stop.   It wouldn’t have mattered.  When we got back to the truck, it was surrounded.
 
   I opened my phone and looked at the battery indicator.  It was red.  I hit redial and in seconds Sherri answered.
 
   “Nelson,” she said.  
 
   She didn’t sound sad or scared.  She sounded … done.
 
   “Sherri,” I said.  “There are a lot of those things out here now.”
 
   “Did you find my dad?” she asked.
 
   “Sherri, we ran into three other people.  We just got back so we haven’t gone in looking yet.”
 
   “He’s on the second floor, back room on the right.  My other shoes are outside the door.”
 
   “We need to get you out first,” I said.  “Any ideas?”
 
   “Maybe I can give them some of this meat,” she said. “There’s a bunch of raw meat in here.”
 
   “I guess it could distract them,” I said.  “Get it unwrapped.  Maybe throw it out –”
 
   The sound in my ear died, and I looked at my phone.  The display was dark.  My battery was gone.
 
   “How many?” asked Koko.  “Thirty?  Perhaps more?”
 
   “Why are they around the truck?” asked Matt.
 
   “It’s a food truck,” said Jeff.  “What kind is Demitri’s?”
 
   “Greek,” said Koko.  “I recognize that truck.  He was a competitor of mine.”
 
   I decided not to tell him what had happened to his competitor.
 
   Koko went on: “Anyway, lots of lamb.  Not the bloodiest of meats, but it could draw them I suppose.”
 
   “Who’s got a phone?” I asked.  I needed to call Sherri or text her.  I hadn’t finished what I was telling her.
 
   “Here you go,” said Jeff, passing me his iPhone.  I pushed the button and the phone lit up.  I dialed.
 
   “Nelson?” said Heather, touching my arm.  I looked up to see her pointing toward the food truck.  I followed her finger with my eyes.
 
   The door had opened slightly, and I saw Sherri’s tentative hand come through the gap holding a piece of meat.  As she dropped it, hands reached for her and grabbed her.
 
   The door flew all the way open and the creatures were on top of her in an instant.
 
   “Sherri!” I shouted.  “No, no!  Sherri!”
 
   I felt big arms wrap around my chest and I hadn’t even realized I was running toward the truck until I was jerked to a stop by Koko.
 
   A hippie lookin’ dude that I might have once been friends with emerged from the crowd holding an arm as he tripped over the curb, a bloody cell phone dropped from the clutches of the severed arm’s fingers.
 
   “Koko,” I said.  “We screwed around too long.  This is my fault.”
 
   “It is not,” he said.  “Was losing my wife my fault?  Is it God’s fault?  It does not matter.  Many more of us will die.  I am sorry Nelson.  I am very sorry.”
 
   “I told her to throw the meat out!  I didn’t get a chance to tell her to roll up the windows on the side!  I never wanted her to open the door!”
 
   “Nel, bro,” said Matt.  “She should’ve known, man!   Why would she open the door?  She blew it, not you.”
 
   I knew I led her into it.  I was the one who told her to throw the meat out.  She misunderstood, but it was my words that had confused her.  I wiped my eyes and looked at the others.  “I want to go in and see about her father,” I said.  “I promised her.”
 
   “Jeff, Matt,” said Koko.   They had both been standing some distance away, holding their weapons and watching the feeding frenzy.  “Come here.”
 
   Both men moved over to where we sat.  I don’t think I heard half of what they said, I was so upset.  The impossibility of what we all faced was really hammering home.
 
   “Nel, you are in no condition, having seen that happen to your friend.  I have a gun.  You must let me and one of the others go.  Jeff, maybe.”
 
   “I’ll go,” he said.  He raised his machete.  “But he’s got the gun.  I’ll bring up the rear.”
 
   Koko nodded.  “The gun must lead, I understand.  Nelson, you, Matt and Heather, find a car and lock yourselves inside.  We will return shortly.”
 
   “Sherri said he’s on the second floor.  Back room on the right,” I said.
 
   Koko nodded.  “There is a cab there,” he said, pointing.  “One man inside.”
 
   “We’ll get him out,” I said.  “You guys go save Sherri’s dad, okay?”
 
   “Yeah, c’mon, Koko,” said Jeff.  “We need to get a move on while those things are still preoccupied.”
 
   I thought about what they were preoccupied with and my sadness quadrupled.  I was in there with her.  I never should’ve left her alone.
 
   “Save him, guys,” I said, holding back my tears.
 
   “We will do our best,” said Koko.  “But I hope he is healthy enough to walk, otherwise we will do him a disservice by removing him from there.”
 
   I stared at him for a second, swiped at my eyes again and looked at the crowd of monsters around the truck.  A bunch of them had gone inside, and I only hoped the griddles I had turned off earlier were still hot enough to fry them a little.  
 
   “You make the call, Koko.  If he’s in danger … maybe consider …” My eyes dropped to the gun in his hand.
 
   “I am a merciful man,” said Koko.  “I will not see him suffer.”
 
   Jeff touched me on the shoulder and said, “We got it, Nelson.”  He didn’t say anything else.
 
   As he and Jeff walked away, I realized I had not made so many new friends in a whole buncha years.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Figuring out a way to the safety of the cab’s interior was easy now that we’d figured out these things weren’t the brightest bulbs in the box.
 
   Matt, with his hand axe gripped tight, crawled up on the back of the cab, then onto the roof.  Heather wanted to help, so I said she could open the car door.
 
   The zombie dude inside the car had been the driver.  The only way to tell was because he was in the front seat, but we checked to make sure there weren’t any dead passengers in the back, and there weren’t.
 
   “Okay, dudes, this is easier than it seems,” I said.  “We’re gonna do a kind of Chinese fire drill.  Out one door, in the other.”
 
   “Nelson!” called Matt, his eyes wide.  I jerked my head around and saw a female blowing massive amounts of the pink mist stuff that had knocked Koko out.  I stumbled for a sec, reaching for one of my stars, and started running backward.  I got six steps back and she only made two forward.  It was enough room.
 
   I grabbed a stainless steel star, and I could tell by the feel of it in my fingers that it was sharp as hell.
 
   I side-armed it the way I used to impress chicks in the park with my Frisbee prowess, and the buzz-ring! sounded again, straight and true.
 
   At the last second, the dead lady bobbed to the left and I ended up putting it in the side of her head by her right ear.
 
   There was no sign of pain.  I was glad.  I don’t think I’d noticed before, I was so disturbed about having to kill anything at all.  This made me feel better.
 
   “You missed, Nel!  Throw another!” shouted Matt.
 
   I had one in my fingers, but a blur darted by my left side and I realized it was Heather. 
 
   She ran, charging like a medieval knight in a jousting tournament, her pitchfork held straight and head level.
 
   At least three of those long, sharp tines went straight into the female’s face and she stopped.
 
   Her knees buckled, and she dropped down.  Heather did not let go of the pitchfork.  I looked at her.
 
   She had her eyes squeezed closed and knelt there shuddering, tears pouring down her face.
 
   I tucked my star away and went to her and put my hands on hers.
 
   “Heather,” I whispered into her ear.  “You did good, girl.  You got it before it got us.  Now let go, okay?”
 
   Her fingers slowly released the pressure on the fiberglass handle.  “Okay, go back over to the car and wait, alright?”
 
   She nodded through her sobs and I pushed the pitchfork forward, then jerked it back hard, withdrawing it from the thing’s head.
 
   The she-it thing collapsed onto its back.
 
   Just then, Jeff came running out of the building at full speed.  He dodged past two of the zombies that were hanging out on the steps and leapt the rest of the way to the street.
 
   Koko followed close behind, only when he bolted out the door, one of the rotters had drifted in front of the exit.  He fired the gun, blowing its head into a bloody mist.
 
   It dropped like a rock, but all the others turned and started moving.
 
   “Go, go!” he shouted, dodging hard right and vaulting himself over the handrail to the sidewalk below.
 
     “Noise is bad!” I shouted as we ran, abandoning our plan for the taxi.  My sandals offered no padding at all, and my feet were slapping the ground with each stride.
 
   “Where are we going?” asked Matt, pulling Heather along behind him.
 
   “Just keep moving until we find a working car that’s not blocked in,” I said.  “I’m pretty much done running until I get new shoes.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We ran.  I can’t tell you what street we were on, but I knew the way out of the city, at least in the direction I needed to go.  Don’t get me wrong; I cared about the people with me.  
 
   I just cared about my Gramps more.  He was all I had left, if I even had him.  With the number of these things, I wasn’t sure he’d be okay.  Didn’t matter.  It was where I was going.
 
   Concord, New Hampshire.  It wasn’t far.  Only a few hours drive.
 
   By the time I figured out where we were, it was afternoon and the sun was high in the sky.  Time flies when you’re holding onto daylight because night just sounds scary.  
 
   I was glad – for once – that I woke up early.  I needed as much daylight as possible to get my butt out of the city.  
 
   In thirty-five minutes we’d reached the Harlem River, but we were exhausted.  Lots of the creatures were making their way out of wherever they were shut in before, and when they saw us, they were like bees to honey.
 
   I’m not sure why people say that.  Bees make honey, so it’s like home.  It’s not like bees have to go anywhere to get honey, so it’s a bad comparison.
 
   I blame the pot for making me analyze things like that, so I’m sorry, but some of it is going to make its way into my chronicle.  No two ways about it.
 
   So there we were, standing at the Harlem River.  The bridge was jammed.  The slow-moving, gray-faced people were walking here and there between the cars.  
 
   “Okay,” I said.  “Let’s get across here.  Sidewalk or street?”
 
   The walkway ran alongside the northbound lanes on the east side of the bridge, but there were some of the creatures there and if you encountered them and had any trouble at all, you didn’t have anywhere to go.
 
   Matt saw what I did.  “Street, man.  I need runaway room.”
 
   Jeff said, “I see about eight of ‘em so just do your best to keep cars between you and them.”
 
   “Watch for open windows when you pass the cars,” said Koko.  “They may be cracked enough for them to grab you, but not enough for them to get out.”
 
   “Good thought,” said Matt.  “Heather, you ready?”
 
   Jeff said, “Heather, I’ll walk with you if you don’t mind.  Just follow my lead.”
 
   Heather looked grateful.  “Thanks, Jeff, but it looks like I need to watch out for myself.  You can lead, but I’ll be ready.”  She held up her pitchfork.  “I did it once.  I’ll do it better next time.”
 
   Jeff nodded.  “Cool.  I wasn’t saying you couldn’t handle it.  I’m far from a badass, so I’m kinda glad you said no.”
 
   Heather laughed for the first time since Koko set her straight at Matt’s apartment.
 
   “Let’s move,” said Koko.
 
   We moved.  So did they.  It reminded me of the old Pac Man game.  Whenever we went one way, they’d turn down a row and shuffle to get us.   We learned that when you changed direction, though, that they weren’t very quick on their feet.  They just went to the end of the next car before cutting through.
 
   I was glad we were smarter than them.  There were so many of them we needed some advantage.
 
    I moved toward Koko and said, “Hey, bro.  That gun might be a problem.”
 
   “I know,” he said.  “It’s too bad.  I don’t like physical fighting.  I do not wish to touch them with my hands – not even with the gloves on.”  Koko tucked the gun in his pants and slid the machete from its sheath.
 
   “I will slice and dice,” he said.  “It was my profession.  The other gentleman in that truck was my competition, you know.  Did you kill him?”
 
   “Nah, dude,” I said.  “I think we’ve established they’re already dead, right?”
 
   “Yes,” said Koko.  “When a head lives on its own, the rules of nature have turned upside-down.  What is alive anymore?  Are we alive?  Are we hypnotized in some nightclub and this is all a hallucination?”
 
   “I know hallucinations, bro,” I said.  “Nope.  This just sucks.  Hey, look.”  I pointed to an old VW Bus parked in the parking lot for the basketball courts just south of Yankee Stadium.  
 
   “That thing is cherry,” said Matt.  “My dad had one of them like years ago.”
 
   “Let’s see if it’s got keys,” said Jeff, turning right.  He went up to the window and looked inside.
 
   “Empty.”
 
   I looked inside, too.  There was a bag with a basketball inside.  I looked over at the courts.
 
   Three faces stared at us through the tall chain-link fence.   Even from where we stood, I could see their freaky mouths grinding and their tongues licking at what looked like blood on the skin around their mouths.
 
   “I think I know where the keys are,” I said.  “I guess we ought to get used to this, dudes.”
 
   “I will get it,” said Koko.
 
   “Nah, not this time,” I said.  “I gotta toughen up.  At least there’s a fence between us this time.”
 
   Nobody said anything, but as I walked toward the courts, I felt their eyes on my back.
 
   I got to the fence and the three young men – dead young men – stared at me like I was the most interesting thing any of them had ever seen.  Two were black dudes, both taller than me by almost a foot, and a skinny white kid.  The latter was maybe nineteen years old with an acne-scarred face, thin lips and red hair.
 
   Their fingers clutched and clawed at the fence as though they would tear through it.
 
   I knew I needed to hurry, but I looked at these guys in their tank tops and basketball shorts – and shoes.  Air Jordans, to a man.  
 
   I slid the machete from its sheath.  
 
   “I’m putting you to rest, bro.  Sorry for what happened to you.”
 
   I held the machete handle in both hands and put the tip at a spot where all I had to do was jam it forward and it would poke into his head.
 
   I jammed it forward.
 
   I hit something as hard as rock.  It wasn’t rock.  It was skull.  I felt kinda bad, like I’d botched an execution, which I kinda had.
 
   The guy I poked didn’t seem to notice.  He just looked hungry still, his pink-white, dead eyes staring through me.
 
   This time I got back a foot.  I ran and thrust the blade toward it, and this time, it penetrated with a crack.  As it died, the full weight of the body suddenly hanging limp from my blade took me by surprise.  As it crumpled to the ground, the machete handle flipped upward, catching my finger.  I sucked air between my teeth and shook the pain from my hand as he slid from the blade to the ground.
 
   My fingers throbbed; I squeezed them with my other hand, and it didn’t hurt any worse, so I figured I didn’t break anything. 
 
   I was done screwing around, and I was pretty sure the people I was with wanted me to get on with it.  I turned and walked directly to Heather and put my hand on the pitchfork handle.  She let it go and I handed her my machete.
 
   “It’s bloody, so be careful.”
 
   “Got it,” she said.
 
   I went back, poked several holes in the heads of the remaining players, and opened the gate to find the body of the fourth player.  
 
   It was bones, really.  And flies.  A shitload of flies.  I went through the bags and found five full energy drinks, the keys to the VW Bus and the guy’s knockaround shoes, which I put on in place of my sandals.
 
   Everyone else came in then, and looked through the other stuff.  There were a couple of towels.  With some rocks tied inside, they could make good makeshift maces.
 
   We went back to the Volkswagen and unlocked it.  It was fully restored and fired right up.  The tank was full.
 
   Jeff drove slowly, zigzagging around dead cars.  I sat in back with Matt and Heather, and Koko sat in the passenger seat.  I didn’t care where Jeff drove, as long as he was headed north.
 
   For that moment right then, nobody talked.  I guess everyone was just going over the last few hours, trying to figure out where to go from there.
 
   That’s not like on the map that I’m talkin’ about.  I’m talkin’ about life.  Where does life lead you in a world like that one?
 
   I live in it today and I’m happy.  I’ve got Rachel.  I’ve got our daughter, Lita.  But then, I only had this little band of people.  Half were old friends and half were strangers.
 
   All of them felt important to me.  I really didn’t want us to split up.
 
   It might be me.  I don’t think I like to be alone, which is why I’ve always done everything I can to make people like me.  I kept my hair long way after it was popular.   I walked around like the trippiest dude you ever met, and I made people laugh by acting like a fool.
 
   I wasn’t sure there was a place for a dude like me in this new, mean world.  I wouldn’t be the same if I had to become mean, too.
 
   I had my Subdudo skills.  I had my stars, my little bat and my machete.  I’d use the martial arts if a human tried to come at me.
 
   Anything else would have to die, one way or the other.  I wasn’t really the guy to do that, but that would have to change.
 
   And it would.  And I’d figure out a way to save Nelson Moore in the process.  No matter my reasons for becoming who I was, I kind of liked being me.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The VW Bus drove fine, but the motors on those things always sounded to me like they were ready to sputter out any second.
 
   It didn’t.  We took it pretty slow at times, but by around 2:00 PM, we cleared I-95.   The changed people were everywhere, but they didn’t seem to have any concept of cars containing people.
 
   It probably helped that we all rode totally hunched down in the seats like Cheech and Chong.    Low riders.  And for good reason.
 
   Jeff was down so low that his arms angled up to hold onto the wheel.   The thing had what’s called an automatic stick, which means you don’t have a clutch, but you still have to move it from gear to gear.  He got the hang of it pretty fast.
 
   I have to mention something to you.  This chronicle is only about me and what I went through until I met Dave, Charlie and Gem that day.  You have to remember that this all started in mid-2011.  I didn’t get near Concord and find Gem in that parking lot until January 2013, and to be honest, I had no idea what day or year it was by then, or even how much time had passed.
 
   The zombie apocalypse has a way of making time drag and fly at the same time.
 
   A year and a half.  I always had intentions of finding my Gramps, and that never left my mind as my reason for going on, but as the days passed, it seemed like everyone else had different ideas.
 
   We didn’t have the protection of WAT-5, and we didn’t know what urushiol would do to them, either, so life was tougher for a longer time.  We didn’t have a Hemp.
 
   I had my Subdudo when I had nothing else.
 
   In my story, I’m the only constant.  The others come and go.  Some in sad ways, others just parting ways and going after whatever drew them to a place other than where I was.
 
   I was alone when I found Gem, but you know that.  You’ll understand.  I’ll put it all down here.
 
   We stayed on Jerome Avenue on our trek north, because it was a side road and it was mostly clear.  The 95 was jammed solid with cars, which I didn’t understand at first.  After I thought about it, I realized that in a city the size of New York, there had to be a lot of survivors.
 
   I imagined a hundred scenarios that might cause people to jump in their cars before daybreak and make a run for it.  How many husbands or wives woke up beside the person they loved the night before, suddenly terrified by their changed partners?
 
   How many of them made it out?
 
   Worse, how many died in their beds, torn open by their loved ones?  As sad as it was, it was the ideal situation for us.  Those people would be locked in apartments and homes, unable to get where we were.
 
   The jammed interstate told me that a ton of people tried to get out of the city, and early.  A lot of the car doors were open and a lot of the trucks and cars were still in gear and running, pushed against the cars in front of them.
 
   I wondered how many made their escapes, only to slowly turn into monsters themselves.
 
   We reached the intersection of Jerome and Tremont, and we were sure we were done for.   Two buses had collided, and it looked like they were a magnet for every junky car in the city, because they had crashed into the busses.  With the traffic light poles blocking the sidewalks, there was no way to get the VW through.
 
   “I don’t want to get out here,” said Heather.
 
   “Neither do I,” said Matt.
 
   “They’re everywhere,” said Jeff.  “I guess where their faces are pressed against the storefront glass, that means there are people in there.”
 
   “We cannot save them all and we cannot sit inside this vehicle,” said Koko, his voice grim.  “If they surround us, with this many of them we will be toast, as they say.” He leaned toward the driver’s seat and looked up at the elevated train platform running overhead.  “Maybe we can climb out of this sunroof and reach those girders.  There’s a ladder mounted there once we get up high enough.”
 
   “Tracks might not be a bad idea,” said Jeff.  “Haven’t seen a train running since we left.”
 
   “Neither have I,” I said.  “Heather, look up there.  Think you can climb that?”
 
   “If there’s one thing I can do, it’s climb,” she said.  “I was kind of a tomboy.”
 
   “You sure don’t look like one now,” said Jeff.
 
   “I grew out of it,” she said, a slight smile on her face. 
 
   “Jeff, pull us over by that upright in the crosswalk,” said Koko.  “If we crawl on top of the van, it will allow us to reach the handholds.  That way we need not touch the pavement at all.”
 
   “That’s an awesome idea,” said Heather.  
 
   Jeff pulled the VW up to the beam until the driver’s side scraped along it.  He reached up and cranked the handle, and the large sunroof slid toward the rear of the bus, revealing the underside of the train platform, rusted and pitted from decades of wear, and a partial blue sky; it looked cloudless and pristine compared to the horrors all around us.
 
   As we watched our escape hatch widen, Heather’s cry drew our eyes to her.
 
   She stared out the window, her expression one of horror.  We followed her gaze and saw a man leaning over a baby stroller that was on its side.  Thankfully, the chunk of meat his face was buried in wasn’t recognizable as what it once was, but we all knew.
 
   Matt leaned over the rear seat and threw up.  Heather cried.  Jeff turned away, and Koko just got out of this seat and stood, his top half out of the bus.
 
   The gunshot surprised us all.  It shattered the strange mechanical silence of the city, and when I looked over to see the man who had been feasting on the baby, he was on his side, blackish blood running from a massive wound near his left ear.
 
   “Come, Matt.  You go up first and take your sister’s weapon for her.   You can help her up.”
 
   Matt said nothing.  He wiped his mouth on his shoulder and broke into sobs.
 
   “Dude, you’re gonna be okay,” I said.  “We’re gonna stick together and get the hell out of this place.”
 
   Matt nodded quickly and climbed onto the top of the bus.  He held out his hand and Heather gave him her pitchfork.  His machete was in its sheath and his hand axe was tucked in his jeans.
 
   “C’mon, squirt,” he said.
 
   She smiled.  I guessed he’d been calling her that since she was a baby.
 
   She crawled out beside him.   “Sure you want me to go first?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” she said.  “It’ll show me where you grab on.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Matt went up, holding the pitchfork in his right hand and using the remaining fingers to grip.  He easily made it to a crossbeam where he had what looked like about a 10” ledge to shimmy sideways on to the ladder.
 
   He reached the ladder and then returned to the upright, nodding at his baby sister.  “Okay, it’s very doable.  Come on.”
 
   Heather didn’t hesitate.  She grabbed on where Matt had, and she was up in less than two minutes.  Together, they moved to the ladder and were standing on the track level within four minutes.
 
   They scanned both directions.
 
   “It’s clear!  No trains, no vibration.  No zombies.”
 
   “Let’s go, dudes,” I said. I saw Matt’s duffle bag on the floor of the bus.  I unzipped it and saw it was the weed.
 
   “Finders keepers,” I said, closing the bag and slinging it over one shoulder. 
 
   “Shit,” said Matt, when we all reached the upper level.  “Thanks for grabbing that.”
 
   “Only an ounce fee, bro,” I said.  
 
   “I’ll throw you two ounces,” he said.  “No scale.  I’m gonna have to fudge it.”
 
   “Let’s continue north,” said Koko.  “I agree.  The sooner we can get out of this congestion, the better.  We will need to find a place to stay before nightfall.”
 
   “I don’t want to push it,” said Jeff.  “Let’s find some food and solid walls.  Preferably on the first floor so we can make a break if we need to.”
 
   “Maybe that’s not the best plan, dude,” I said, as I walked.  “I’m guessing a fire escape ladder might be a good way to access an apartment from the street.  We can just pull the ladder up when we’re done, so if we have to break a window or something to get in, no problem.”
 
   “That is a good idea,” said Koko.  “There are many buildings here with the external fire escapes.”
 
   “There doesn’t seem to be much changing,” said Heather.
 
   “What do you mean?” asked her brother.
 
   “It’s not crazier,” said Heather.  “I mean, there doesn’t seem to be more of them.  I think you guys are right.  Wherever they were when they changed into those things, they got shut in.”
 
   “Thank God for small favors,” said Koko.
 
   “It seems like a pretty big favor to me,” I said.
 
   “It’s an expression, Nelson,” said Koko.   “Yes.  It is a big favor.  If this had happened at noon instead of two or three in the morning, this city would look a lot different.”
 
   As we hoofed it along the tracks, the monsters below us never looked up.  We ran until we reached a platform and worked our way back down to street level after checking to be sure it was clear.
 
   “Right here,” said Jeff, pointing to a building on the right side of the street.  “We got a Deli on the street level and apartments above.”
 
   “Bro, I knew a guy who owned a shop and had a place above it, connected by an internal stairway,” said Matt.  “Maybe this place is that way, too.”
 
   Koko nodded.  “We’ve made a lot of progress today, considering what we’ve learned.  Let’s see if we can pull down an external fire escape and get to the apartment above.”
 
   I stood back, my eyes on the windows.  I didn’t see any movement.  “It’s a gamble,” I said.  “I don’t see anyone moving, but there could be a family of six crazies in there.”
 
   “It’s an Italian deli,” said Jeff.  “Anyone ever eaten there before?”
 
   “This is a little far from my regular hangouts,” I said.
 
   “Mine, too,” said Jeff.  Heather shook her head as well.
 
   “Okay.  So we just go in,” said Koko.  “How do we reach the ladder to pull it down?”
 
   I eyed the pitchfork in Heather’s hands.  “Heather, give me your pitchfork, would you?” I asked.
 
   She handed it over.  I looked at the long tines, walking to the building.
 
   “Shit, we’ve got company,” said Matt.
 
   “Nelson,” said Heather, holding out her hand for her weapon.
 
   I didn’t give the pitchfork back to Heather.  I reached into my belt and unsnapped a throwing star.
 
   It was a black man whose skin had gone to ash, and whose once white eyes were pink and vapid.   His mouth gnashed and ground teeth against teeth as he staggered toward us.
 
   I set my feet and drew back my arm, flinging the brass star at his face.  A split-second after leaving my fingers, it lodged between his nose and cheek.  
 
   He staggered backward for a moment, his feet dancing beneath him.  Then he moved forward again.  
 
   “Jesus!” shouted Matt.  “He’s still coming!” 
 
   I grabbed the pitchfork and ran forward, meeting him before he could reach us.  I held it over my shoulder and jabbed.
 
   I felt the tines meet the resistance of his skull, but it plunged into his head at least six inches.
 
   My legs went weak, and I let go of the pitchfork.  I was suddenly dizzy, and found myself reaching for something against which to steady myself.
 
   “Nelson!” shouted Heather.
 
   I don’t remember anything else until I woke up with Koko slapping me in the face.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “You killed it,” said Koko, looking down at me.  His big, brown eyes and thick, furrowed eyebrows showed his concern.  “Are you alright?”
 
   I was on my back, and there was a pain in my head.  I looked around.  Everyone was standing over me, looking down.  “What happened?”
 
   “Look over there,” said Matt, pointing. 
 
   I did.  The zombie that had been moving toward us was down and out.  The pitchfork still protruded from the thing’s face.  
 
   “Dead, right?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” said Koko, standing and holding out his hand.  I took it.
 
   He pulled me up.  “Okay, sorry.  I guess this is a good time to stop for the day,” I said.  “Before I get someone hurt.”
 
   “You stopped him,” said Heather.  “Thanks.”
 
   I nodded and went over to the dead man on the ground.  I kicked his legs and he didn’t move.
 
   “Be careful, bud,” said Matt.
 
   “I will,” I said.  I knelt down and looked more closely at his face.  “His eyes,” I said.  The pink haze seemed lighter, but it also seemed fluid somehow, like it was moving within his eye sockets.
 
   I blew into his eyes, and they went completely white.
 
   “What was that?” asked Jeff.  “His eyes aren’t pink anymore.”
 
   “I know,” I said.  “It was like … a mist or something.  Like colored air.”  I stood.
 
   “Do you think the color comes from that stuff that knocked me out?” asked Koko.  “The cloud?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “We never got a chance to even talk about that, so much has been going on.  That makes sense.  Koko, do you feel weird or anything?”
 
   He shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “I woke up.  That’s all.  No idea how long I’d been out, nothing.  I could only tell not much time had passed because the situation was the same when I awoke.”
 
   “Well, you were out,” I said.  “Hard.  I slapped you like fifteen times before your eyes even started fluttering.”
 
   I reached down and pulled on the handle of the pitchfork, but it was caught.  I pulled harder, and it pulled free, tearing a chunk of the dead zombie’s face with it.
 
   “Eww,” said Heather.
 
   Tapping the tines on the sidewalk, the chunk fell off.  I raised the business end of the pitchfork to my face.  One tine was bent forward.
 
   “Dudes,” I said.  “This gives me an idea.”   I went to the curb and looked at the crack between it and the sidewalk.  I found one that was wide enough to accept the bent tine.
 
   I slid it in and pushed the pitchfork handle down toward the street, further bending the tine until it was almost at a 90 degree angle.
 
   “What are you doing, bro?” asked Matt.
 
   “You’ll see,” I said.  
 
   “Ah,” said Koko.  “Good idea.”  His eyes moved to the rusty fire escape ladder over our heads. 
 
   I raised it up and hooked the bent tine over the bottom rung of the ladder and gave it a sharp jerk.
 
   The ladder jarred, then dropped, sliding down to within two feet of the sidewalk.
 
   “Okay, let’s hurry,” I said.  “Heather, normally we’d let girls go first, but if there’s anything up there, we’ll take it out with the gun.”
 
   Koko nodded and tucked the gun into his pants, grabbing the ladder.  He climbed steadily to the first landing and looked in the window.
 
   He turned back, his face grim.  “There is an old man there.  He is not moving.”
 
   “Try the window,” said Jeff.
 
   Koko did.  It slid open, tight and sticking in its track, but it stayed up when he got it high enough to get through it.  Koko turned and said, “Got it.   I think the old man’s dead.”
 
   As we stared up at Koko, whose back was to the building, a woman crashed into the window beside him, her head shattering the glass at her face level.
 
   By the time Koko turned and had his pistol out, she had ducked her head and dove from the window.
 
   “Watch out!” I shouted, but Matt had reached down for his blade, and did not see her fly out of the window over his head.
 
   The woman in mid-fall was clearly one of the changed humans; she remained silent as she dropped the thirteen feet, her body crashing down atop the unaware Matt Goodspeed.
 
   Matt crumpled in half and hit the concrete sidewalk hard, his head taking the brunt of the impact.  Heather screamed, but the horror wasn’t over yet; not by a long shot.
 
   Koko pointed the gun down at her body, but she was on top of the unconscious Matt, and he couldn’t fire.
 
   I ran toward her as she lowered her face and opened her mouth to bite into my friend.  In mid-run I stutter-stepped and kicked her in the face, but her mouth had already closed on him, and as she tumbled off my friend, several teeth and a chunk of his face went with her.
 
   As she rolled away and tried to get to her feet, the meat hanging from her horrid mouth, Koko fired the pistol, exploding her face onto the sidewalk and street.
 
   I knelt over Matt.  She had taken a huge hunk from his face, but more blood than made sense flowed from beneath his head.  I lifted his upper body gently and saw the blood pouring from where his head had slammed into the street. 
 
   “No!  No!” shouted Heather, her hands over her face.
 
   “Calm down, everyone,” said Jeff.   Koko hurried down the ladder and stood beside Matt’s body.
 
   “Matt, bro, wake up, man.”
 
   His eyes remained closed.
 
   “Oh, God, no,” whispered Heather.
 
   I lightly touched his face.  I didn’t want to slap him.  I wasn’t a doctor like my Grampa Jim, but I knew this was serious.  He did not awaken.
 
   Koko came over and pulled off his right glove.  He put his fingers on Matt’s neck.  He held them there a long time, moving them around.
 
   He looked at me and shook his head.  No words were necessary.
 
   The tears came immediately.  I looked up at everyone else, then down the street.  More of them were staggering toward us.  We were running out of time.
 
   “He’s dead, Heather,” I said.  “We have to go.”
 
   Jeff was ready and as her knees buckled under her, he caught her and held her up.  “Come on, Heather,” he said.  “Come with me to the sidewalk.”
 
   “Koko, please go up there and make sure that apartment’s cleared, okay?” I said.
 
   Koko nodded and climbed back up the creaking fire escape ladder to mount the landing.  He slipped inside the window, avoiding the jagged shards of glass on the pane above his head.
 
   A moment later, he came back to the window.  “Move aside,” he said.  “This man is dead.  The one in the chair.”
 
   Everyone looked up.  “Hold on,” I said.  “Jeff, give me a hand, would you?”
 
   He whispered something to Heather and let go of her.  She leaned against the front window of the deli and stared into space, still crying uncontrollably.
 
   “Help me drag him over to the sidewalk,” I said.  “We can’t bury him, but we should put his body inside of a car or something.”
 
   Jeff nodded.  “Yeah.  Good.”
 
   When we had Matt’s body seven feet away, a body plummeted from the window and smacked the pavement hard.  It was the old man Koko had told us about earlier.
 
   “He was on the floor just under the window.  Bullet wound to the head,” said Koko.  “The .38 revolver is here.  And more ammo.  Nobody else inside.”
 
   “Is there access to the store below?” asked Jeff.
 
   Koko nodded.  “Yes.  Stairs in the back.”
 
   We managed to get Matt inside of a Checker Cab and closed the door.
 
   It took us some time, nervous patience, and the threat of more creatures approaching us to convince Heather to quell her sorrow just long enough that we could get her up the ladder and inside to safety.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   We didn’t find much in the way of food and supplies in the apartment, but down in the restaurant, which was pretty much set up for a to-go business, there was a freezer and a walk-in refrigerator loaded with meats, cheeses and fresh vegetables.  
 
   There were two tables for customers who wanted to settle in for lunch.   The front windows, while not blocked out, were covered in advertisements for their sandwich specials and advertising the choice meats and products used in their construction.  The strange faces of the dead-but-not-dead people occasionally pressed against the glass.
 
   Without the ability to smell us, I did not know if we were interesting to them, but when we caught a glimpse of them out of our peripheral vision, we turned our backs to them and remained perfectly still.
 
   Just about an hour before sunset I went downstairs and gathered up some food and drinks to bring back to the apartment with Jeff.   Koko stayed upstairs with Heather, who hadn’t stopped crying.
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend,” said Jeff.  “Heather’s torn apart.”
 
   “That’s the first friend I’ve ever lost,” I said.  “And what a fucked up way to start.”
 
   Jeff tucked a small wheel of cheese in a grocery bag.  “I have a feeling what we saw out there is just the beginning.”
 
   I dropped into one of the chairs around a 3’ diameter table decorated with mosaic tiles and stared at the front window.  Ragged men and women shuffled by like lifeless robots.
 
   I turned back to Jeff, who had sat across from me.  “I know we need to take this food back upstairs, but I just need a minute to figure out what I’m gonna do,” I said.
 
   He nodded.  “Sherri and now Matt,” he said.  “And that’s just day one.  It could’ve been any one of us.  We have to be more than careful.”
 
   I looked at Jeff.  “So what’s your plan, dude?   You headin’ back to Kentucky?”
 
   “It’s a journey,” he said.  “Over 700 miles to get home.”
 
   “What’s your kid’s name?” I asked.
 
   “Dylan.”
 
   “Cool name.  You on okay terms with your ex?” I asked.
 
   “Until I got the custody hearing paperwork, I thought so.”
 
   “Sucks,” I said.
 
   “I have to get moving.  I don’t know how long it’ll take me to get there with the situation out there, but I need to find a good vehicle and clear this city as fast as I can.”
 
   “We were just talkin’ about it, man,” I said.  “Make sure you do it right.  Let’s get this food back up there and try to get some rest tonight.  Then if you want, we can split up food and stuff and you can head out tomorrow at daybreak.”
 
   “What are you going to do about Heather?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head.  “No idea, bro.  I know her, but only from when she was a kid.  She might want to go with me, but if she wanted to head to Kentucky with you, I’m cool with that.”
 
   “And Koko?”
 
   “He’s old enough to figure out what he wants to do.  Anyone’s welcome to come with me, but I already feel sidetracked.”
 
   “Neither of us may be able to do what we need to do for a while,” said Jeff.  “Maybe the National Guard or the Marines will come rushing into town soon.  Direct us or something.”
 
   “I’d rather not get caught up in a government roundup or thrown in some gated internment camp,” I said.  “One thing I’ve noticed is that government tends to do all the wrong things in crazy situations.  I don’t need them telling me where I can and can’t go.”
 
   Jeff nodded.  “Okay.  We’ll talk more later.  Let’s get this food back up there before they start worrying.”
 
   “Heather’s in a daze,” I said.  “I’ll talk to her when I go up if she’s ready.”
 
   “Her brother died today.  Her big brother that she’s known all her life.  She was fragile before he was killed.”
 
   I nodded.  “It’s fucked.  Matt was a really good guy.  Funny, smart.  What a fluke.”
 
   We went back upstairs.  The apartment was pretty much what I expected for an Italian family.  I’d known a bunch of them, and there were always crosses on the wall and statues of Jesus and stuff.  I’m not sure I remember exactly when, but when I had a moment when everyone else was preoccupied with other stuff, I walked up to one of the more colorful Jesuses and stared at it.
 
   I’ve never known if there was some big dude in the sky or if it was some big explosion in space that created everything, but both seemed so crazy, and there were so many amazing things I’d seen in my life, that I kinda had to go with the big dude.  Nothing formal.  Just a conclusion that I fully admit could be wrong.  And if it was a God, I had no way of knowing which one was the right one.
 
   I stared at that glossy, ceramic Jesus and said, “Lord dude, I don’t know if you’re the right guy to be talkin’ to.  There’s some crap going on and I might need your help, or Buddah’s or Krishna’s or whoever’s.  I already lost two friends today, and if you made those things out there that did it, I’d really appreciate it if you can cut their time short.”
 
   I stopped then, not really knowing how to go on, but pretty sure I hadn’t gotten it all out yet.  I picked up the statue and looked at the face; it was peaceful, with a slight smile on reddish lips.  The ceramic hair was perfect and wavy like every other likeness I’d ever seen, and I figured if this dude was a hippie like me, he might be my God.
 
   By that time Koko had come back in from the bathroom, and I saw him look over at me, but he didn’t say anything.
 
   “Anyway, you know I’m gonna say something, and if you don’t like it, I’m sorry.  Those things out there – the ones who I think might’ve been your flock one time or another; they’re horrible.  They’re worse than anything man has ever been, even if it’s only instinct that drives them.”
 
   I stopped for a second, and I felt Koko’s eyes on me.  I thought about what I was about to tell Jesus, and then I realized that when alive, man created chaos and evil all the time for money, love, jealousy, hate, and just about every other reason you can think of.
 
   His new flock – murder would be a better word – only killed.  Nothing else.  Maybe this was the new flood.  
 
   I’d prefer fire.  Nothing was worse than what these things were.  When Jeff came in with Heather, I figured I’d better wrap it up.  I lowered my voice.
 
   “Help me, man.  Please.  I don’t know what to do and I don’t know how long I can stay ahead of those things.  Like I said, please just make their time short.  If you give us another shot, I’ll do my part to make sure we do better next time.  Best wishes, Nelson.”
 
   When I turned around I caught a smile on Koko’s face, and he nodded at me.
 
   Nobody else said anything, but Heather was crying again.
 
   We sliced up some meat and cheeses and ate.  Koko offered to take the first watch while we slept for four hours.  I’d take the next shift, followed by Jeff.
 
   We let Heather Goodspeed sleep, though her occasional whimpers told us that it was not a peaceful one.
 
   She needed to cry.  So did I.  I let it out during my watch.  
 
   I didn’t just cry for my friend.  I cried for the world.  So many people had lost loved ones.  Maybe millions.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning I awoke to find Jeff awake, staring out of the front window.  We’d thrown the glass shards out, but the window was still broken, so the new sounds of New York drifted into our makeshift fortress.
 
   Moans and cries.  Screams in the distance.  The occasional car horn.
 
   When Jeff heard me, he said, “Nel, come here.”
 
   “What is it, bro?” I asked.
 
   His mouth was set in a thin line and he rubbed his hair and said, “It’s Matt.”
 
   “What?” I said, moving toward the window.  I looked down at the car where we’d put Matt’s body the evening before.  Something moved behind the windshield, and I squinted.  “What the … is he alive?”
 
   Just then, not fifteen feet below us, I saw Matt’s upper torso come into full view as he jammed himself onto the dashboard on his back as if he were thrown there; his face stared through the glass and his hands clawed at the clear barrier.
 
   “Oh, my God, dude,” I said.
 
   “What is it?” asked Heather, from behind us.
 
   We both spun around and Jeff blurted out, “Nothing.  Nothing.  Just trying to figure out what we’re going to do.”
 
   “I’m thinkin’ breakfast and then we figure out how to get farther away from the city,” I added.
 
   “I don’t care,” she said.  “I’ll just stay here.”
 
   “You can’t,” I said.  “Heather, I’ve gotta go, and so does Jeff, and we’re going in opposite directions.  Do you have any family?”
 
   “My mom’s in Kansas,” she said.  “In Garden City.”
 
   “That’s like over a thousand miles, right?” asked Jeff.  “What about your dad?  Any brothers or sisters there?”
 
   “My dad died years ago of a heart attack,” she said.  “My only brother is dead outside.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Jeff.  “I’m an idiot.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “Did you try to reach your mom, Heather?” I asked.
 
   She nodded.  “I talked to her from Matt’s apartment yesterday.  She was okay then.”
 
   I was curious to know how far-reaching this thing was.  “What did she say?  Had she noticed anything?”
 
   “She hadn’t gone out because their local pastor was sick or something so they cancelled her church service.  She said on TV they were talking about some widespread sickness.”
 
   “So when you talked to her, there was nothing about people biting each other?” asked Jeff.
 
   “Call her now,” I said.
 
   “I can’t,” she said, dropping into a chair.  “I can’t … tell her.  I don’t know what to say.  She needs to hear this in person, not on the phone.”
 
   “You need to check on her,” said Jeff.  “Heather, you need some assurance that –”
 
   “Don’t tell me what I need!” she shouted.  “You don’t know me!  You didn’t know my brother!”
 
   Koko sat up, jarred from his deep slumber.  “What’s wrong?”  He had his gun in his hand and stood, rushing to where Heather sat.  “Are you okay?”
 
   She burst into tears again and he knelt down and put his thick arms around her.  “Heather,” he whispered.  “Breathe, young lady.  In and out.  Very slowly.”
 
   Eventually his soft words had the intended effect.  
 
   I stepped toward the back stairs and motioned to Jeff.  Heather was staring toward the front window and did not notice.
 
   “Matt’s one of those things,” I said.  “Right?”
 
   He nodded.  “As far as I can tell.  We need to go do something before Heather finds out.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Does that mean that if we die we turn into them, too?”
 
   Jeff’s eyes were troubled.  “Man.  I hope not.”
 
   “This is all getting more and more zombie by the minute.  To tell you the truth, no matter what is happening to those people out there, I was still pretty sure that when you died you stayed dead.”
 
   “So it kind of confirms that those things out there – those people – they’re dead.  Really dead.”
 
   My mind was as troubled as Jeff’s eyes.  I didn’t know how to process it all.  It was almost easier just trying to analyze everything that was happening, certain I’d wake up in a few hours and marvel at how realistic the nightmare was.
 
   Even just to that point, it was the longest nightmare I ever remember having – and the most vivid.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jeff and I talked, and I told him I needed to sit and speak with Heather about what had happened and figure out where we could go from here.  She couldn’t stay there alone, no matter what.  I wasn’t the most forceful dude, but there was no way I was leaving her.
 
   Koko and Jeff went downstairs and I sat with Heather.  I chose seats far away from the window in case she heard the commotion when our other two survivors took on my dead friend in the car.
 
   “I need to talk to you, Heather,” I said.
 
   She nodded quickly.  “Okay.  What about?” 
 
   “Your brother.  Something happened after we left him.”
 
   She sat forward in her chair.  “What?”
 
   “It’s not good,” I said.
 
   “How could it be any worse?” she asked, her lip beginning to quiver.
 
   I searched for the words before deciding to use general terms rather than specific ones.  “Before we ran into you guys, we found out that only shooting or stabbing these things in the head kills them.  I’m assuming brain trauma is the key.”
 
   “What does that have to do with Matt?  He had brain trauma.  I mean, his head hit the pavement when he got knocked down, right?”
 
   “Yes, but it wasn’t enough.  Last night … Matt changed into one of those creatures.”
 
   “He’s alive?”
 
   “No, he’s not.”
 
   “But you said … is he moving?  Awake?”
 
   “He was a mindless creature like all of them out there,” I said.  “Heather, he’s still dead.  Now he’s locked in that car, and if he were turned loose he would be a danger to us and anyone else he came across.”
 
   “I want to see him,” she said.
 
   I shook my head.  I leaned forward and took both her hands.  “Heather, Koko and Jeff are putting him to rest now.  The final rest he deserves.”
 
   “He really started moving?”
 
   “Yes.  From here, I saw him down in the car.”
 
   The slam of a car door met our ears and we both turned.  She pulled her hands from mine, jumped up and ran to the window.    I followed.
 
   We stared down.  By the time we looked, Koko’s feet were barely visible as he disappeared from our view up the fire escape ladder.
 
   In the car below, blackish spatter dripped from the inside of the windshield.  We couldn’t see inside the car anymore.
 
   “Oh, God,” said Heather.
 
   I pulled her gently away from the window.
 
   Jeff and Koko came back upstairs.  Jeff was initially upset that I had told Heather about Matt, but he understood pretty fast that if this craziness existed in the world that all survivors had to be aware of it.
 
   I’d been able to charge my phone with a cord I found in the apartment.  It was now full.  I called 911 just for kicks and was rewarded with exactly what I expected.
 
   No answer.  No busy circuits message, no nothing.  
 
   “Heather, let’s go downstairs for a bit,” I said.  It was later than Jeff wanted to leave.  I knew he wanted to try to get a vehicle and cut out.  Now it was 8:30 AM and we’d done nothing.
 
   Heather followed me down the rear stairs.   As we turned from the stairs to the hallway leading to the restaurant, a loud thump sounded, and we heard the soft click of a door closing.
 
   “What was that?” she asked, her eyes wide.
 
   “Definitely something or someone,” I said, sliding my machete out of its sheath.  “I really don’t want to use this.”
 
   “Use it if you have to,” she said.  “Should I go back up?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Tell Koko to bring his gun.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Now I’m a pretty quiet guy.  Not just because I’m really skinny and light on my feet – I’ve actually practiced walking around, not making a sound.  It came from when I lived with my mom and she’d have her drug addict boyfriends and stuff over.
 
   I’d have to go to the bathroom and it was the closest door to her bedroom where they’d hang out.  If I didn’t want to get called in and sent out to pimp beer, or just generally be forced to sit with them and watch their stupidity on display, I needed to be very quiet.
 
   Even though I’d told Heather to go get Koko, I kept moving down the hallway.  When I got to the main restaurant I stopped.
 
   I heard another thump, then something that sounded like a glass touching another glass.  But it stopped short.  It was my first clue.
 
   Like I said, I’m smarter than I let on.  I could write “dude” and “whoa” and stuff in the narrative here, and you’d probably accept it.  I wouldn’t like it, though.  
 
   I fully expect people – like you – will read this one day, and I need you to understand that while I love being funny and making people laugh, I don’t take risks and I analyze situations more closely than you’d guess by talking to me for like ten minutes.
 
   Back to what happened downstairs.   The sound stopped abruptly.  The zombies, or whatever I believed they were at the time, don’t worry about noise as far as I can tell.  They knock into things and don’t try to be quiet.
 
   I reached the floor and pulled an LED flashlight I’d found in the room upstairs.  I lit it and shone it around the small restaurant.  I didn’t hear anything anymore.
 
   I eased to the rear of the bar counter and lifted the hinged flap, allowing me to walk behind it.
 
   Nobody was hiding back there.  But there were lots of cupboards and shelves.
 
   I started in the front, shining my light at the rows of glasses.  As I reached the end of the first section, I crouched lower and moved along, shining the light on the six-foot section of shelving.
 
   Then my eyes fell on something.  
 
   Eyes.
 
   They fell on me, too.
 
   I almost gasped, but that would give me away.  I don’t know if the eyes were looking at me or just afraid to blink, but either way, they looked like a small set of eyes.  I moved casually to the next section and acted as though I’d seen nothing.  
 
   Once I was out of the line-of-sight for the pair of eyes, I stepped further along the bar so whoever it was couldn’t see me.  I studied the shelves.  They weren’t strong.  Made of like 3/8” pressboard.  A full grown person would snap it in a flash.  That meant we had a kid on our hands.
 
   “Nelson?” called Koko, and I heard him stomping down the stairs.  I heard a lighter pair of footsteps that had to be Heather.
 
   “False alarm, Koko!” I called.  “Just a mouse down here.  Chased him behind the fridge.”
 
   “Good then,” he called, and I heard his feet move back up the stairs.  
 
   Heather said, “Is it gone?”
 
   I was momentarily confused.  “Is what gone?”
 
   “The mouse,” she said.
 
   “Come here, Heather,” I said.  “Hurry up.”
 
   As she made her way down the remaining stairs, I moved past the hider and went back in front of the bar to meet Heather by the stairs.
 
   “What’s up?” she asked when I reached her.
 
   I lowered my voice.  “I believe there is a child lying on the shelf in the first section under the bar.  I heard glass touching.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.   
 
   I watched Heather walk slowly toward the bar and lift the hinged panel.  She walked in and sat on the floor, just out of the sight of the eyes I had seen.  
 
   “I’m scared too,” she said.  Nothing else.  Her voice sounded sweet and friendly, and if whoever the child was spoke English, they would respond.  Maybe even if they didn’t.
 
   “I didn’t know what to think when I first saw all the things in the street.  I was with my brother and I was scared.  He told me we were safe, and not to worry.”
 
   No response.  
 
   “Look, my friend in here with us, his name’s Nelson.  His friends call him Nel.  He’s a good guy.   He saved me and my brother, Matt.”
 
   She stopped then, and I heard her crying.  I fought my own tears along with her, but in the next moment, a tiny voice said, “Don’t cry.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said through her tears.  “Thank you for caring about me.  Why don’t you come out.  Are you hungry or thirsty?”
 
   Now the glasses underneath the counter were ringing against one another, and I heard scooting.  I leaned over the counter and looked down.  A boy of perhaps seven years old crawled out and sat on the floor beside Heather.  He had longer, dark hair parted on the side, and he moved right up to where their legs were touching.
 
   He reached over and took her hand.  Heather responded by putting her arm over his shoulder and hugging him, her tears pouring.
 
   “Why are you sad?” the little boy asked.  “Are you still scared?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, sweetheart, I’m just so glad you came out so we could meet you.  I’m Heather, by the way.”
 
   “Hi,” he said.
 
   “What’s up, bro?” I asked.  
 
   He looked up at me and said, “My name is Domenic Costa.”
 
   “As in Costa’s Deli?” I asked.  “From the sign on the door?”
 
   “Uh huh,” he said.  “But everyone else – my mama and my nono, they changed scary.”
 
   “It’s goin’ around, dude,” I said.  “Don’t blame them.  They’re just really sick, but it’s serious.”
 
   “Serious?” he asked.
 
   “You know,” said Heather.  “It’s like the opposite of something that will make you laugh.  How old are you?”
 
   “I’m seven and a half,” he said.
 
   “Wow,” said Heather.  “I thought you were nine or so.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, smiling.
 
   “Yes, because you’re so brave.  Were you scared?  When you locked them upstairs?”
 
   “I was, but I was more scared to be around them.  Mama started going crazy and she forgot how to talk.  She was growling like a dog and I tried to calm her down but she grabbed my arm and jerked me hard so I fell down.”
 
   I’d seen zombie movies plenty.  I dropped to my knees.  “Heather, take this,” I said.  “Shine it on his arms.”
 
   She took the LED flashlight and did what I said.
 
   “Did you get scratched or bitten?”
 
   “Bitten?” he asked.  “By my mama?” 
 
   “I know it seems kooky, dude, but when people get sick like this, they can bite people.  We’ve seen it.”
 
   Domenic shook his head.  “No.  See?”  He turned his arms over.
 
   I looked at Heather and I’m sure the relief was apparent in my eyes.  “Are you hungry or thirsty, bro?” I asked.
 
   “No,” said the boy.  “but my name’s Domenic.”
 
   “I call everyone bro, dude.”
 
   “And dude too?” he asked.  
 
   I realized he was a cute kid.  His eyes were so big he looked like one of those novelty dolls with oversized peepers.  “Dude mostly.  So, you’re not hungry or you are?”
 
   “I’m kinda thirsty.  I already ate some sausage and peppers with bread.  I’m kind of full.”
 
   “That’s what that smell was when we came down here,” said Heather.  “Where did you get something like that?”
 
   “They were still in the oven,” he said.  “My nono cooked them for hours and hours.  When they went crazy everyone forgot about them, but I didn’t.  I turned the oven off last night and let them get cold enough to eat.”
 
   “Is your nono your grandfather?” asked Heather.
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   “Are there any left?” I asked.
 
   “What?” he asked, his brows furrowed.
 
   “Sausages and peppers,” I said.
 
   “There are lots.”
 
   “You’re a smart boy, aren’t you?” asked Heather.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I thought so.  We have some other friends upstairs.  Did you live there?”
 
   “Yes, it was just me and mama and nono.  I think my nono was okay, but mama was crazy so I shut them up there.  When she knocked me down I got away from her and slammed the door.  Then I just ran down here.”
 
   “They’re gone now,” said Heather.  “They were gone when we got there,” she said, looking at me.  I nodded.
 
   “I tried to call her,” he said, his eyes welling up.  “I yelled for her and nono.  I heard a big boom sound from up there, and then the noise never stopped, like someone was just falling around up there.”
 
   “They’re gone now,” said Heather, squeezing his hand.
 
   “Okay,” he said.  “I’ll show you where the food is.  It’s really good with our bread.”
 
   My stomach growled.  I followed the kid.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Domenic was bright and an instant favorite with Koko.  He seemed to love kids and offered up his knee to Domenic as soon as the boy seemed comfortable.
 
   Everyone filled up on the Italian sausage and green peppers on fresh Italian bread.  It was an odd breakfast for some, but not for me.  I never went with typical breakfast foods except for coffee, which I dig.
 
   Domenic went to the window before we could stop him and saw his mother and his grandfather lying in the street.  
 
   “Mama?” he called out the window.  He turned to us, pointing.  “That’s mama!   That’s her dress and I can see her apron!”  He turned.  “There’s nono!  Right there close to her!  In the blue pants and yellow shirt!”
 
   Thankfully, both of the bodies lay on their stomachs, so Dom couldn’t see their faces.  There was nothing to tell him but a half-truth.
 
   “Little dude, come here,” I said, sitting on a low stool that was probably his.  
 
   He stood in front of me.  “Yeah, Nel?” 
 
   “What was your mama’s name?” I asked, then realized I’d said ‘was.’  He didn’t seem to notice.
 
   “Enza,” he said.  “My nono’s name is Paulo.”
 
   “Your mama fell out of the window when we were downstairs.  See how that glass is broken?”
 
   He looked.  “Yeah.”
 
   “She was what we call delirious.  It means she didn’t know what she was doing.”
 
   “Did she think she could fly?” asked Dom.
 
   I shook my head.  “No, not that.  She wasn’t very steady on her feet and she tripped and fell out of the window.”
 
   “So … she’s dead?” he asked.  “and my nono?”
 
   I looked at Heather for help and she just shrugged.
 
   “Wow, little dude, I don’t even know what to tell you.  I can only figure he was trying to help your mama and he fell out, too.”
 
   His face grew suspicious.  “We lived in this house since I was little and nobody ever fell out of the window.  How did both of them do it at one time?”
 
   “You know how she scared you?  Because she was growling and sick?”
 
   He nodded, his big brown eyes blinking, taking it all in.
 
   I was out of words.  I don’t even know where I was going with it.
 
   Heather saved my ass.  “Your grandfather – your nono – was a hero, Domenic,” she said.  “He knew your mama was so sick she might accidentally hurt you, so he tried to keep her from going downstairs where you were.  When they got by the window, he opened it and they both stumbled and fell.”
 
   Domenic’s lower lip began to quiver, and he looked at Heather.  The liquid in his eyes pooled in his lower eyelids and poured down his cheeks all at once.  “There’s nobody to take care of me,” he said, his tone so defeated for a little boy.
 
   “That’s not true, dude,” I said.  “You’ve got us, and there’s no way we’re gonna let anything bad happen to you.”
 
   “Domenic, do you have any other family in town?” asked Koko from across the room.
 
   “They’re in Italy,” he said.  “In Bari.”
 
   “You know the name of the town?” asked Heather.
 
   “B-A-R-I,” he spelled.
 
   “Impressive, you little wordsmith,” I said.
 
   He smiled through his tears.  “I won the spelling bee at school.”
 
   I nodded.  “So.  We’re not staying here.  Do you want to go with us?”
 
   “I … I don’t know.”  He started crying again.
 
   Koko got out of his chair and he came over to where Domenic stood.  He grunted himself down to the floor where he sat cross-legged.  “We are good people.  We are not your nono or your mama, but we are as good as they were.  We will not let any harm come to you.”
 
   He nodded and went back to the window and looked down.  We gave him the time.  Maybe he was saying good bye.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Nel, I’m leaving, man.”  Jeff had put together a stash of food from the restaurant and stuffed it into a backpack that Domenic had given him.  He said it was his nono’s, but it turned out he wasn’t a backpack kind of guy.
 
   “I get it,” I said.  “Heading to Kentucky?”
 
   Jeff nodded.  “It’s all I can think about.  Until I hit the road, I’m a danger to you guys.  Once I’m on my way, I’ll be all about focus.”
 
   “Right on, dude,” I said.  “I know.  I was gonna go to my gramps right away, but now I got all this.”
 
   “Life getting in the way,” he said.
 
   “And death.  Lots of death,” I added.
 
   “You’re a deeper dude than you look like, aren’t you?”
 
   “I am.  Always have been.  Be careful.  You going right now?”
 
   Jeff nodded and turned.
 
   “Guys, I’m out of here.”
 
   “You’re going?” asked Heather.
 
   Koko got up and pulled something from his pocket.  “Here,” he said, passing the .38 revolver he’d found beside Domenic’s grandfather.  “Take this.  Here are another 100 rounds of ammo, too.  I’d get more when you can.”
 
   “Thank you, Koko.  I think I’ll miss you most of all.”
 
   “Very funny,” said Koko.  “I may not be from this country, but I know a Wizard of Oz quote when I hear it.”
 
   “Thought I’d get that by you,” said Jeff, tucking the gun into his jacket pocket.  It was too warm for it, but we all decided having sleeves protecting our bare arms was a good thing.
 
   Domenic and Heather said their good byes, and with a final wave, Jeff stepped out of the window and onto the fire escape.  Koko followed him out and pulled the ladder back up after he reached the street.  
 
   I didn’t want to watch him leave.  I feared what I would see happen to him.  Koko watched.  He seemed satisfied when he came back in.  “He rounded the corner and it’s probably the last we’ll ever see him,” he said.
 
   “Yeah, but only because he’ll be in Kentucky and we won’t.”
 
   “Now for us,” I said.  “Let’s sit in a circle and figure this out.”
 
   It sounded more hip than it was.  We sat around a small dining table in some well-worn wooden chairs with no padding.
 
   Koko sat across from me, and Heather sat across from Domenic. 
 
   “I am going on my own,” said Koko.
 
   “Where?” 
 
   “I am going down to the docks to see if any transport can be gotten.  With all that has happened, I might be able to get a large enough boat that I can get to Greece.”
 
   “You could navigate all the way to Greece?” I asked.
 
   “With proper nautical maps, yes.  With a large enough vessel, absolutely.  I was in the Greek Navy for several years.”
 
   “And selling Gyros in New York seemed like enough?”
 
   “With my wife, it was more than enough,” he said.  “Now, no.  I can only think of my family.   They live in the countryside and perhaps what has happened here has not reached them.  If I can protect them or help them, I must do it.”
 
   “You have any kids?”
 
   “In the military there was never time for it.  It grew too late and we missed our opportunity.  But I love my little nieces and nephews.  I will do what I can or I will die trying.”
 
   “When are you going?” asked Heather.
 
   “Today.  Let’s say one hour.”
 
   “Why one hour?” I asked.
 
   “Because you will miss me,” he said, smiling.  “I must allow you time to get used to the idea.”
 
   Now everybody but Domenic smiled.  In fact, he looked more troubled.
 
   “What’s wrong, Dom?” asked Heather, rubbing his long hair with her hand.
 
   “Everybody’s leaving,” he said.  “I don’t want everybody to leave me.”
 
   “When Nel and I go, you’re coming with us,” said Heather.
 
   Nel and I.  Us.  I wondered what kind of control I had over my life at the moment.  I figured I had to roll with it.  Heather needed me.  “That brings us to us, Heather,” I said.  “You said you needed to get to Kansas.”
 
   “I still do.  Nel, will you help me?  And Domenic?” 
 
   I was nodding before I realized it.  It was settled.  My gramps was going to have to wait, and I was going to have to become more than I ever saw myself as before.
 
   “I’ll go, but we need to find something fuel efficient and you can drive.  I know you weren’t here earlier, but I’m a little out of practice.”
 
   She reached out and took my hands and gave them a squeeze.  “Thank you so much, Nelson.”
 
   “I need a bowl,” I said.
 
   “Me, too,” she said.
 
   “In front of the boy?” asked Koko.
 
   “He’s gonna have to get used to it,” I said.  “It’s part of his new life with Nelson and Heather.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t have a gun and I didn’t want one.  Koko could use the weapon pretty well and I didn’t see any reason to have a gun I probably couldn’t hit the side of a barn with.  All I’d do is make a racket and piss the things off.
 
   There was no time like the present.   Koko kept his promise and said his goodbyes, and I was sorry to see him go; he was a good guy and his size could have been a deterrent from desperate people who might want to take whatever I accumulated along the way – and now I would have to do that.
 
   This was a weird situation that seemed to have swallowed me pretty fast, taking my own choices out of my hands.  I didn’t dig it, but I didn’t hold it against Heather or the kid.  He was more traumatized than he knew, and I fully intended to listen when he wanted to talk about it.  I could tell the kid had shut down, and I hate to see other people confused and scared.
 
   I’d been there enough.  
 
   Koko had taken a goodly amount of food from downstairs and Heather, Dom and I did the same.   We loaded up backpacks with stuff that might last us a while, and filled empty water bottles from the tap.  There was dried salami and pickles and olives and stuff.   The kid, growing up in a deli, had pretty versatile tastes, so didn’t turn his nose up at anything.  He was a skinny dude, but so was I, and I liked everything, pretty much.
 
   I got into the organic crap for a while, but I figured out it was bullshit, and all they were doing was charging me more for it.  I’d buy the organic and the regular stuff and munch on it, and I couldn’t tell the difference.  I didn’t have cash to toss around, so cheaper won me over.
 
   “Nel, thank you for doing this,” said Heather, as we were ready to figure out how to clear the building.   The street did seem more occupied, and while the machete and Heather’s pitchfork would be effective, it was just so damned brutal.  Running was my preference, but I knew we’d run out of steam.
 
   “I’ll get you to Kansas,” I said.  “I sure hope you find what you’re looking for.”
 
   We had gone back upstairs and we were staring down at the street from the window leading to the fire escape.  I know we both dreaded going back out there, but we had a bunch of hours of daylight left and we all thought it was better getting out there while we could see.   The kid didn’t like the idea of the dark at all.  I could respect that.
 
   It’s enough when you invent monsters in your closet.  It’s another thing altogether when you’re willing to shove those fake monsters aside and hide in the closet to keep from getting eaten by monsters that you know are real.
 
   “They don’t stop,” I said.
 
   “No,” said Heather.  “They’re horrible.”
 
   “They’re sad,” I said.  “And horrible.”
 
   Heather nodded.  She knew what I meant.  They used to be people.
 
   “Nelson, what’s with the pink mist?  You said it came out of their eyes?”
 
   “That’s what it looked like to me.  The dude was out.”
 
   Heather scanned the street and watched yet another older woman in what looked like her church clothes.  “She lost her shoes,” she said.
 
   “She’s got no idea,” I said.  “Heather, we need to wake the kid up and go.  I know the dude needs sleep, but he’ll have all night once we get somewhere more remote.”
 
   “We need a car,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, but fuel efficient is good.  Something like a Prius or whatever.  I don’t know how hard it’ll be to get gas, and I don’t have a credit card.”
 
   “This is weird, Nel,” she said.  “Do we just steal one?”
 
   “It’s worked so far.”
 
   Heather shrugged.  “I miss Matt.”  She turned and threw her arms around my neck and bawled.  Her tears came without warning and went on for so long my shirt was soaked.
 
   It was cool.  She’d been so confused at what happened to her bro, and I was pretty freaked out, too.  The worst part was when he came back to life in that car.  It was just another addition to the mental notes I was already collecting on these changed people.
 
   So she held onto me, and I had no idea how to get her through her pain.  In the end, I guess all the survivors of this weird plague had to figure that out on their own.
 
   I was dealing with it, but then again, I figured out that I probably wasn’t.  I knew I was probably still in total shock and had no clue.
 
   Heather and Dom kind of made that clear to me; watching their confusion and sadness and then seeing them go kinda numb – at least for a while – made me realize that I really hadn’t figured anything out.  I was reacting.
 
   But living in the park made my instincts sharp.  I knew that if I just counted on them, I could help Heather get to where she wanted to go, and Domenic was a no-brainer.  When we left, he was going with.
 
   Finally, after what might’ve been like five minutes, I said, “Heather, we have to go.”
 
   She pulled away and wiped her eyes, looking at me.  “I know.  It’s just that when we do, I’m leaving Matty behind, and I’m admitting he’s gone.”
 
    I nodded.  No words needed.  That was her fight, and with every mile put between us and New York City, the reality would set in and her mind would begin to deal with it.
 
   Heather knelt beside the boy and gently shook him awake.   The moment he came awake and saw her, he sat up and hugged her hard, like he’d been in the middle of a nightmare.
 
   Damnit if it was worse once he opened his little eyes.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   One thing I noticed about the things in the street below us was that they never kicked back.  They stayed on their feet and moved.  They never rested and only seemed to move in groups when one of us – normal people – came into view.  Then they started to move in the same direction and turned into what we’d always heard called hordes.
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was better or worse when they were all together.  We could dodge between the things when they were alone, because they were jerky and terrible at sudden changes in direction.  
 
   “We’re heading that way,” I said.  “Once we see a break, we gotta move.”
 
   Heather picked up my backpack and I took it.  Now that it was full, it was heavy, but there was nothing I could do about it.  It would slow me down, but we couldn’t count on finding what we needed wherever we ended up.
 
   “I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.  “Dom, are you ready?”
 
   He nodded.  “Is mama and nono out there?”
 
   “No,” I said.  “Didn’t see ‘em, bud.”
 
   This seemed to be an acceptable answer.  He had a yo-yo in his hand, and had told us earlier that he would use it to hit them with if they came near him.  He had a little pocket knife, too, but I didn’t have any plans to let the little guy fight any of these things.
 
   I didn’t want to, but I knew I’d die fighting just to give him a chance to run.  He had a lot more life left to live than me.  I wasn’t doing much with mine anyway.
 
   “Okay.   We’re good.”  I climbed out the window and turned around.  “C’mon, Heather.”
 
   Heather took my hand and stepped over the sill and onto the fire escape.  Dom followed quickly, and I could see by the way he leapfrogged out the window that it wasn’t the first time he’d played out there.
 
   I kicked the ladder down and it fell with a crash.  
 
   “Hurry!” I said, and Heather got on the ladder and scrambled down.  Dom scurried down next, and I followed.
 
   When I reached the sidewalk and turned, I saw Heather staring at the car where we’d put Matt’s body.   The blood spatter on the inside of the window had not been there when she’d last seen the car.
 
   I was thankful she didn’t ask me about it.  I know she knew.
 
   We ran at a slow jog, checking out vehicles as we passed.   We turned off main drags and eventually worked our way into a residential neighborhood.
 
   Two turns later, the shit hit the fan.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I don’t know if some neighborhood group was setting up for a community cookout or what, but those stumbling, pink-eyed chicks and dudes were everywhere. 
 
   “Where do we go?” asked Heather, her face frozen in an expression of horror.  Domenic stood behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist.
 
   I scanned the street.  There were dozens, and they all seemed to be moving toward us.  We were so exposed I felt like an idiot for getting us into the mess.   “Back the way we came,” I whispered.
 
   We turned and ran.   We reached the corner, but there were more of them on both sides.  This wasn’t a street cookout – this was a neighborhood event, and we were now the main course.
 
   I saw a pathway leading between two houses.  The path looked clear, but for how long or far, I had no clue.  “There!” I said, pointing.   “Come on!”
 
   We ran, and each time I glanced back, I saw that Domenic was wiped out.   Little boys always seem to have so much energy you don’t think of them getting tired, but I guess when you’re already dealing with your mom and grampa dying, you need more recovery time than he had.
 
   Heather pulled him along behind as we entered the narrow path between a fence and a hedge.  I looked back once more, and hit a wall.
 
   Not a wall.  It was a gray-faced dude who was at least 6’4”.  I bounced off and fell onto my back.  My meager frame wasn’t enough to faze him.  He dropped to his knees, his long arms reaching out for me.
 
   “Nelson!” screamed Heather, her voice shrill and definitely carrying.
 
   I threw a leg up before he brought his teeth down on me, and my shoe, courtesy of a now dead basketball player, broke several of the ivories out of his mouth, which I deemed a good thing.  
 
   I have good timing and excellent coordination, so my well-placed kick twisted his neck sideways, and I heard a crack.   The moment I felt the solid contact, I rolled off to my right, and got to my feet.  
 
   When I looked back, his head lay on his right shoulder, but he recovered and moved in again.  I reached for my machete.
 
   I didn’t realize it right away because I was probably more freaked out than he was, but Dom was screaming at the top of his lungs.  This apparently set Heather in motion.
 
   Before I could get the machete out of its sheath, Heather had the pitchfork up and four of the five long, sharp tines buried in the lumbering creature’s face.
 
   I tripped over something and fell back, my eyes never leaving the scene.  The behemoth zombie staggered backward and toppled over, the thud shaking the ground.
 
   That was when I realized what Dom was doing.  I turned to glance at him and saw three more within ten feet, all of their hungry faces billowing this pink vapor and closing in.   
 
   I got back to my feet, held my breath and charged them.  Subdudo is not meant to harm, but that’s only because I don’t want it to.  I only want to stop anyone from hurting me.  If they see I can defend myself, they usually go away.
 
   This time I wanted to hurt them.
 
   Another glance at Heather.   She was now on her feet straddling the twitching creature’s body.  She leaned on the pitchfork, sinking it further and further into the thing’s head.  Her face was now determined, and I could see that she was unaware of everything else around her.
 
   It was on me now.  I moved in and threw my right leg behind the feet of a blood soaked female, jamming my right fist into her chest.  She folded at the knees and as she fell, her head hit a concrete stepping stone hard.   
 
   Black ooze spilled onto the paver and she did not move.  The others had now reached Dom, who stood paralyzed.   I slid the machete out of its leather scabbard and two-handed it in a sweeping arc, slicing the head off a pastor of some kind.
 
   “Turn away Dom!” I shouted.  “Now!”
 
   His eyes met mine for a split second, and I yelled, “Go!   Put your back to the fence!”
 
   To my surprise, he did.  I did a little shuffle-dance around the third monster, this one a heavyset man with a Kiss The Cook apron on.  The machete was new and sharp, but on this next swing, I angled too far downward and slammed into its collarbone or something.   The blade embedded there, and with one twisting jerk, the now bloody handle slipped from my grasp.
 
   “Nelson, duck!” shouted Heather from behind me, and I did.
 
   The pitchfork jabbed where my back had been moments before, and stabbed all the way through the thing’s neck.  
 
   It did not die.  I turned to see its eyes blowing more of the pink mist or whatever it was, and heard Heather scream again. 
 
   Not from fear.   It was frustration this time; anger that the fight was harder than she believed it would be.   She released the pitchfork handle and stepped back two feet.  As it came toward her again, she sidestepped and grabbed the pitchfork, yanking it hard to the side.
 
   The zombie spun around, its legs twisting beneath it, and it fell onto its side, springing the machete free.
 
   I scooted over to retrieve it, and I came up with it in my hands and brought it down into its face.
 
   I don’t know how much adrenaline was surging through my bloodstream at that moment, but I was like fucking Thor or something.  Only my hammer was a machete, and the cook’s lips, along with the rest of his face, was split in two.
 
   He lay still.  We had attracted attention.  I yanked the machete free and Heather pivoted the pitchfork back and forth until it pulled out of the dead face meat in which it had been embedded.
 
   “Dom, hurry.   Heather, let’s go!” I said.
 
   “Nel, this is too dangerous.”
 
   “I know.  Let’s get in the clear and find a car and shelter.”
 
   “Preferably at the same place,” she added.
 
   We ran ten steps and I realized I only heard two sets of footfalls.  I turned to see Domenic stopped, his expression blank.
 
   “Domenic!” I called, turning back in his direction even as I called him.  He didn’t move.  I ran to get to him, scooped him into my arms and hurried to catch Heather.
 
   Good thing the kid was light.  I was light.  Thanks again, good ol’ adrenaline.
 
   We made it through the rest of the path without incident and turned right onto an empty street.  
 
   After running half a block, we came upon a two-story home with a tricycle in the front yard and a Nissan Cube in the driveway.   This family was one of the participants of the neighborhood event, because they, too, had the God’s Own Church sign in red and black planted in their yard.  With any luck, they were out in the street somewhere, and this house was empty.  I turned up the driveway and let Dom down.
 
   “Stay here with Heather, and you guys climb behind these bushes and stay out of sight.  I’m going into the back yard and see if there are sliders or something I can look through to see if it looks like the house is empty.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure why, but I had a sense it was where we needed to be right now.
 
   Still, I doubted myself with every step.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I kept the machete in its sheath.  I was done slashing for right then; I had one of the three-inch stars in my hand, and I was ready to wing it.  I had another one of my stars unsnapped and ready in case I had more than one to deal with.
 
   To that point, I hadn’t retrieved any of my thrown stars – mostly because there’s no clean way to do it.  I needed to get what my grampa used to call a snot rag, and tuck that in my back pocket.  I could use that to work the stars free from my targets and wipe them down for reuse.
 
   I rounded the corner of the house and saw movement through the boards in the rear fence.  I was just glad there was a fence.  
 
   I tucked the star between my teeth and reached into my pants pocket to get a rubber band.  I pulled my hair, which was past the middle of my back, through the rubber and tripled it over.  It was thin, but it was a tangled mess.  I figured a zombies fingers could get twisted up in it pretty easily.
 
   That done, I re-palmed my star and moved along the back wall.  I’ve never been a creeper or a burglar or even a peeping Tom, so sneaking around isn’t my thing.  Instinctually, I looked through the lower level windows as I made my way to the back door.  The curtains on the window beside the door were open, so I looked around inside and didn’t see anyone.  
 
   I moved back and tried the door.  It was unlocked.
 
   This must have been a tight neighborhood where people watched out for one another.   Nice.
 
   Now they ate each other.
 
   I went inside and yelled, “Hey!   Anyone here?”
 
   I heard a crash from upstairs and moved toward the stairs, the points of the star practically digging into my hands from the tension.  I was nervous, dudes.   There’s no doubt about that.
 
   I needed to get Heather and Domenic into the house fast.   I turned away from the stairs and went to the front door, checked the peephole, and saw Heather and Dom behind the front hedge.  I knocked twice on the door to get their attention, then unlocked the front door – I guess the homeowners weren’t completely secure – and waved them in.
 
   “Is it empty?” asked Heather.
 
   “Nope,” I said.  “Noise upstairs.  I yelled, but nobody answered.  Probably them.”
 
   “Them?” asked Domenic.
 
   “The … the things.”
 
   “Like my mama?”
 
   I knelt down.  “Dude, your mom wasn’t alone, right?  You see them all out there.   It’s not their fault and it wasn’t your mom’s fault.  It just happened, and it’s done.  Now it’s us against them, and it’s something we all have to get used to.”
 
   He nodded.  I didn’t really know if he got it or not.  I’m pretty sure that little brown-eyed kid needed to sleep for like three days straight just to digest it all.
 
   “Okay,” I said, standing.   “Heather, you’ve proven yourself.  Let me go up and see what’s up.”
 
   “Okay.  Thanks, Nel.”
 
   “Keep watch out this window.  I guess the owners of the place could be okay, and if they come back, you’ll probably surprise ‘em.  Just make sure you know if they’re coming in.”
 
   “Got it,” she said.  “I’m afraid to stop, Nel.”
 
   I was walking away but turned.  “Afraid of having some down time to think, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “When you think about your bro, he’s in your heart.”
 
   “You’re pretty smart for a longhair.”
 
   I shrugged.  “I’ve had some tough things that I wanted to avoid thinking about in my life, Heather.  You need to get it all straight in your head so you don’t blame yourself.”
 
   She looked confused and the tears came in a flood again.  The thump from upstairs came again, and we all looked toward the sound.  
 
   I reached into my pocket and pulled out my pipe and what was left of my personal stash.  “Something’s waiting for me up there.  Pack a bowl, Heather, and little dude, you keep an eye out the window.”
 
   “Be careful,” said Heather.
 
   “Yeah,” said Dom.  “Be careful Nelson.”
 
   I almost cried when he said that.  I don’t know why, but I was right on the verge.  I guess it hit me that he was counting on me.  He’d lost everyone in his short life.
 
   I nodded and took the stairs two by two.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   When I reached the first landing, I looked up the next short flight and didn’t see anyone.  The thumping was more intense, and I was just plain tense, so I took the next few steps while trying not to lose my shit.
 
   Yeah, I know.  I’d kept it this long but I was probably more wiped out than even I knew.  If we could lock this place up tight, I fully intended to get a full night’s sleep.
 
   I listened for a moment, heard another bump, and called, “Hello?”
 
   “Nelson?” came from below.
 
   “Nah, Heather, I’m seeing if anyone up here will answer.”
 
   “Sorry,” she said.
 
   I was just about to say it was no problem, when the door in front of me split in the middle and settled back into its frame.  I staggered backward, tripped over the top step and tumbled back down to the middle landing, my head knocking into a ceramic pot with a huge, fake palm tree in it.
 
   I lay there counting the stars until they started to fade.
 
   “Nelson, are you alright?”
 
   I looked to see Heather and Dom standing at the bottom of the staircase, staring at me.
 
   I nodded and stood slowly, making sure I hadn’t twisted or snapped anything.  I extended all my limbs, turned my head from side to side, and said, “Just being an idiot.”
 
   “Do you need help?”
 
   “Nah,” I said.  “Whatever’s behind that door just scared the crap outta me.  I’m okay.  I’ll take your pitchfork, though.”
 
   Heather went back into the other room and returned with the pitchfork.  I didn’t like it, but I hated the machete, too.  It was pretty clear I wouldn’t have time to wing a star at the thing if it was that anxious to get down the stairs.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   “Sure you’re alright?”
 
   “Yeah.  Carpet and pad saved me.  Just a little bump on my noggin, but everyone’s told me I got a head like a rock anyway.   Go on back and keep an eye on the door.”
 
   Dom stared up at me, but didn’t say anything.  I saw him take Heather’s hand as they walked away.  I was glad she made him feel safe.  Seeing me on my ass couldn’t have boosted his confidence in me very much.
 
   Then I had an idea.  A really MacGyver idea, if I do say so myself.
 
   The door was at the top of the stairs.  For a few minutes, after getting freaked out and falling on my butt, I considered just leaving whatever the hell was in there alone.  The problem was, with that crack in the door, I couldn’t be sure it would stay there.
 
   I took two stars from my belt; a brass and a stainless.  Both sharp with long points.  The hallway was about four feet wide, and while I was tired, I still thought I could execute my plan.
 
   I put my machete on the top banister, which was about 6” wide wood and flat.  Centering myself directly in front of the steps, I took one step toward the door and turned the knob, pushing it inward hard.
 
   It hit something and then something hit it.  It slammed closed again.
 
   “Damnit!” I yelled in frustration.  
 
   If it wouldn’t get away from the door, I wasn’t sure how this would work.  I tried again.
 
   Same thing.  It opened like ten inches – enough that I could see the thing through the opening, its pink eyes glowing – but then it slammed the door closed again.
 
   I stared at the closed door as the thing slammed into it, the center crack growing momentarily wider, then springing back into shape again.
 
   Another idea struck me.  I can improvise when needed.  I do some of my best thinking when I’m stoned because it allows me to consider anything.  Crazy, whacky, just plain dumb – I know better than to try most of it.
 
   But whatever weed was left in my brain told me to use the pitchfork as a distraction.
 
   I grabbed it and moved to my left down the hall, along the wall it shared with the bedroom.  When I reached the next bedroom, the door was open.  
 
   This was a little boy’s room.  It was easy to tell because of the New York Jets Fathead stickers on the wall.  I tried the light switch, and it worked.  A Jets table lamp lit up.  
 
   To the right was the wall separating this bedroom from the one where the crazy was trapped.  I went in, raised the pitchfork with the handle pointing in front of me, and knocked on the wall several times.
 
   I waited.  A few seconds later, I heard a slight scraping that sounded near.  I then took the handle and rammed it hard into the wall.  It punched through the drywall and kept going in about two feet.
 
   In seconds, I felt something grab hold of the stick end, and yank it hard.  I didn’t expect it.  The sharp end of the pitchfork almost pinned my hands between the base of the tines and the wall.
 
   I let go and jumped back in case the unseen zombie gave it a push and stabbed me in the chest.  
 
   Okay.   Phase one complete.   I ran back to the door and pushed it open.  I leaned in and saw that the creature I was fighting was a Hispanic looking zombie about 5’2” tall.
 
   But strong.  Seriously strong.  She turned and I saw her stomach bulging out so far it looked like she’d swallowed a basketball.  It was that round on her little body.
 
   Her eyes were red, like the flashing lights on top of tall towers that warn planes away.  Her dark brown, almost black hair hung straight down like Cher’s did on those old Sonny and Cher reruns.  
 
   Now, writing this, I realize it was my first close encounter with a Red Eye, a Mother or whatever you want to call them.  If you’ve read the rest of our story, you know Hemp figured out a lot of this stuff later, so back then I guess I just figured she was the same as the others.
 
   She moved.  When I saw her let go of that pitchfork and come at me, I was as startled as that earlier, embarrassing moment when I fell down the stairs.  I backed out into the hall and prayed my Three Stooges plan wasn’t as dumb as I was beginning to think it was.
 
   Then she was there, standing in the doorway, the sign on the wall above her head reading NURSERY on little train cars.  She eyed me.  My muscles twitched in anticipation.
 
   The mist over her eyes was so intense that I was drawn to them.  I forced myself to look down at her blouse and saw bloody chunks of something there.  She was so covered in gore that I could not tell what color her blouse once was.
 
   Without warning – and now I’m wondering if I expected a countdown or something –  she came rushing toward me like she was on a rail.   
 
   I dove to my left when she was no more than a foot away and she tumbled down the stairs head first.  I turned to see her do two somersaults before her feet slammed the wall.
 
   “Stay where you are!” I screamed at Heather, positioning the star in my hand.
 
   I drew my arm back and took aim at her head, but she was rolling and moving around to get back on her feet.  I flung it.
 
   The star hit her in the face.   Not clean, and perhaps in the worst possible location, but you gotta understand, I’d never thrown these things at people before this whole thing started.  I was a target thrower and I was good.   The targets weren’t dancing around much.
 
   With the star sticking out of her left eye socket, partially embedded in her nose, too, a mist, red and thick, pumped from her eyes.
 
   “Nelson, she’s right there!   Are you okay?” 
 
   I leaned over the rail and yelled, “Stay back, Heather!”
 
   It was too late.  She was on her feet and staring toward Matt’s sister.  I quickly transferred the other star from my left hand to my right and drew my arm back again.
 
   She was almost upright again, her attention off me and focused on the first floor landing where Heather had made her appearance.  I threw the star with all my might and she jerked her head up at the last minute.  The star sank into her neck, almost disappearing inside her.
 
   She teetered toward the wall on her left side.  She was not down and she wasn’t dead.  The thing moved down the stairs and I ran down the hallway.
 
   When I got to the other bedroom, I charged in and yanked the pitchfork from the wall and ran full speed back to the railing.  The compact, but powerful female creature was two steps from the bottom.   I swung the pitchfork over the rail just above her head as she hit the bottom step.  I took aim and threw the sharp spear straight down.
 
   It sunk deep into the top of her head and she stopped in place, teetering forward and back.
 
   Finally, her legs folded beneath her and she tumbled to the floor below.  I dropped to the floor and fought my tears.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I thought that was the worst of it.  I sat there leaning against the railing, my feet splayed across the hallway, and I listened.  I didn’t hear any more noises.  It seemed like there were no more immediate threats in the home we’d chosen.  In that regard, anyway, my instincts had been right.  I had eliminated the danger by killing the short, straight-haired, red-eyed zombie woman.  I didn’t know Heather was beside me until she touched my shoulder.  
 
   “Good job.  Are you okay?”
 
   “Just need a sec,” I said, looking up at her.  “She’s dead, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said.  
 
   I nodded.  “Where’s Dom?”
 
   “He fell asleep on the couch.  I put a blanket completely over him.  Doors are all locked now and we didn’t hear any noise that wasn’t coming from up here.”
 
   “Okay.”  I wasn’t ready to get up.  I saw Heather notice the word NURSERY on the wall of the room ahead of me.  She walked into the room and moments later, in a faint voice, I heard, “Oh, my God.”
 
   I forced myself up and I went in after her.  In a crib in the left corner of the room were the remains of a baby’s body.  The side rails of the crib had been far enough apart that the creature, too short to lean over the top of the rail and too brain dead to remember how to lower the rail, reached in and tore the limbs from the baby.
 
   The carnage had been spread all over the room.  I had to wonder at the condition of the baby at the time; was it in the process of turning?  She could not have already been changed, or the creature wouldn’t have eaten her … at least I believed so.  Had the baby been crying, afraid of the woman who had once fed her, seen to her dirty diapers and taken care of her?
 
   Heather broke down.  I was crying again, too.  I don’t think, other than Domenic, we’d given it too much thought.  The babies.  The ones who relied on the protection of adults most of all.  The changed ones were the lucky ones.  
 
   My arm over her shoulder, I closed the door to the blood-spattered nursery, where little Stephanie –her name in colorful, wooden letters spelled out on her dresser – had lost her young life.  I went into the bathroom and slid some towels off the rack.  
 
   Heather was sitting on the top stair and Domenic had obviously awakened and stepped around the body at the bottom of the stairwell.  He now sat one step below where Heather was.  He held her hand in his smaller ones, staring at me as I knelt down and tucked the towels beneath the crack in the door.  
 
   I slipped by the two and down past the babysitter’s body.  It struck me that it could’ve been the baby’s mother, but it was easier for me to reconcile her horrible actions if I didn’t believe that.  I reached down and lifted her hands and dragged her across the gleaming floor to the back door.  
 
   I opened the slider, pulling the body outside.  Once on the elevated wooden deck, I pulled her to the steps and pushed her off so she wasn’t visible from inside the house.  
 
   As I walked back inside, I realized that this was the moment that made me realize I had to prepare myself mentally to witness more butchery just like it, pretty much everywhere we would go.  Sherri’s death had been the harbinger; Matt’s freak death and reanimation, the eye-opener.  This baby’s death drove home the horrifying fact that nothing was off limits; nothing was sacred anymore.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The crazies cruised the streets.  After disposing of the babysitter’s body, my hands trembled like a heroin addict on his first day of rehab.
 
   There was one solution.  I packed a bowl, tearing the corner off my worn baggie and finishing my stash.  I still had Matt’s bag, which was packed with bud.  My focus would be intact for a long time; long enough for me to get Heather and Domenic to Kansas – and well beyond that.
 
   As for Dom, I liked the little dude, but I wasn’t equipped to care for a kid.  Not then, and especially not in a world like this one.  I wouldn’t abandon him ever, but Heather and he seemed to be making a real connection, and even I knew she needed that.
 
   For my part, I enjoyed my freedom, which I fully intended on regaining after I got Heather where she needed to go.  I hoped like hell that the people she needed to see were alive.  
 
   We turned on the television and I’m not sure why, but I was surprised to still see some news stations broadcasting.  These were no longer professional newscasts.  In some cases, the behind-the-camera crews were now telling the story.
 
   There weren’t many remote reporters out on the streets, but some satellite broadcasts from other parts of the country were hitting the airwaves, and I learned that Los Angeles, Atlanta, Chicago, Denver and Washington D.C. were all overrun.  The estimate was that at least 85% of the population was affected.
 
   Headaches seemed to be the first indicator.  Bad ones.  Inability to get a restful night’s sleep.  By all reports, it seemed to go from that to brutal murder and cannibalism.
 
   I knew it was zombies.  I had seen them; I’d fought and killed them.  These were the walking dead and as nutso as it seemed, the brain was the engine that kept them moving.  Our Godfather of zombie fiction, George Romero, had been right.
 
   Destroy the brain, kill the monster.
 
   The people reporting all this didn’t have a clue yet that the gas, or whatever it was, was coming from the ground.   I first learned that from Hemp.  I’d never noticed the bubbles in the water, but I mostly drank bottled water from the moment the shit hit the fan.
 
   I’m not a super trusting guy.  I think virus and I think airborne or waterborne immediately.  I couldn’t do much about the air because I had to breathe, but drinking from a city water source didn’t seem smart, so I didn’t do it.
 
   The home we’d found was large.  From the bedroom arrangements – there were five including the master – it appeared there were four kids altogether.   Some school paperwork in the other rooms told us that Blake, Brianna and Eric were the occupants of the other rooms.   As far as I could tell, Blake and Eric were twins.
 
   The basement held a treasure trove of food and junk.   Cases of water, shelves filled with canned goods, a whole-house generator with an in-ground propane tank, and a nice brick exterior.  
 
   In what must have been an office, we found deer heads and antler racks mounted and hung on the walls.  This meant that either one or both of the parents were hunters, and that meant rifles.  It did not take long to find the gun safe in the closet.  
 
   Heather insisted on searching the office for the combination.
 
   “Let’s make sure we’re locked up tight and get some sleep first,” I said.  “We can figure out how to get inside the safe later.  I’m wiped.”
 
   “Me, too,” she said.  “Dom, are you tired?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said.  “I think so.”
 
   “When we’re asleep, you have to stay put if you wake up first, okay?” I said.
 
   “Me?” asked Dom, with a yawn.
 
   “Yeah.  Do not open the door.  You know, right?”
 
   Domenic nodded.  “I know.  I don’t want to go out there.”
 
   I felt the same.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I had some dreams during my crappy sleep, mostly about Sherri and Matt.  I dreamed they both came back to life and came for me, accusing me of letting them die.  In the dream, I was afraid, but I offered myself to them as some sort of retribution.
 
   As they came toward me, their mouths gaping and hungry, I would wake up, a scream just ready to shatter the silence around me.
 
   I don’t think I ever screamed.  That’s good.  I was trying to seem strong for Heather and the kid, and that wasn’t the way to do that.
 
   Sliding the curtains aside, I watched the street.  I couldn’t see the freaks moving around except for their eyes.  The pink dots moving five to six feet above the ground like little beacons.   It gave me an idea.
 
   Darkness could be scary in a normal world, but as I watched these things stagger by the house, I didn’t catch one of them whose eyes didn’t shine.
 
   That meant we could see them at night.  As long as their heads were visible, we’d know they were there.  In the daytime, we could miss them.
 
   I closed the blind again and went to Heather, who was sleeping on one side of the sectional sofa in the living room.  Dom was on the shorter, loveseat portion.
 
   I shook her awake.
 
   Her eyes opened and she sat bolt upright, looking around.  “It’s dark.  How long was I out?”
 
   “Like seven hours,” I said.
 
   “Wow.”  She took a deep breath.  “When did you wake up?” 
 
   “Just about ten minutes ago.”
 
   “What do we do the rest of the night?”
 
   “I’m thinking we should travel.”
 
   “At night?”
 
   “Come to the window,” I said.
 
   She followed me and I parted the sheers again.  
 
   “Look at them,” she said.  “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah, but you can see them.  Their eyes.  Weird, but helpful maybe.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’m thinkin’ they might not see very well at night, you know, like the mist in their eyes might fog their vision.”
 
   “Could be I guess.”
 
   I said, “Hey, I have an idea.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “In the back yard.”
 
   “Hold on,” said Heather.  She leaned down over Dom, who was mostly covered, and stood up.  “He’s out.  Good.  He had to be exhausted after all this.”
 
   We walked into the back yard and avoided the steps directly in front of the slider where the babysitter’s body was.  I didn’t want to see it and Heather didn’t need to.
 
   We reached the fence.  “See?” I said.  “I thought this was a double.”
 
   “We can open it and pull the car back here maybe?”
 
   “If we can find the keys.  Let’s get on it.”
 
   “And after that,” said Heather, “we need to get that gun safe open.”
 
   “Never touch the stuff,” I said, doing two fast high kicks and two quick chops in the air.  “Subdudo and some throwables are all I need.”
 
   “You are fast,” she said.
 
   “Quick and painless,” I said, smiling.  “That’s me.”
 
   We went back into the house and Heather began pulling open the kitchen drawers.  I checked on the counter.   There was a purse tucked against the wall, so I slid it toward me and found a wallet.  
 
   I figured by that time it was pretty clear the parents and other kids had either turned into the flesh-eaters or were eaten by them.  Either way, I figured they wouldn’t be coming home.  
 
   I pulled out the wallet and opened it.   Inside was the driver’s license of Sharon Marie Lyon.  She was 6’1” with brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses.  She was pretty and had a nice smile that made me judge her as a nice lady right away.
 
   I closed it and put the wallet aside.  I was glad she would never know what became of her little daughter.
 
   I dug further in the bag and found a key ring that said Sexy Bitches Carry Red Key Rings.  It told me that Sharon Lyon had a sense of humor, so I liked her even more.
 
   The Nissan key looked as new as the car in the driveway.   “Got it,” I said.
 
   Heather came over.  “Okay, let’s see how we’re going to do this.   You want me in the back yard to open the gate after you get in the car?  Or the other way around?”
 
   “That works.  We’ll just watch the front until I have time to get to the car and get inside.”
 
   We went back to the front windows and looked out.  I pushed the unlock button and the car chirped twice, the lights flashing.
 
   Within thirty seconds, there were at least seven zombies around the car.  I could tell they didn’t get why they had come over, because the chirping and flashing lights had stopped.
 
   I turned to Heather.  “So maybe when they figure out there’s nothing to see here they’ll cruise off again.”
 
   “They’re already wandering away.”
 
   “Yeah, but they got here fast enough that they’re not far away,” I said.  “I need to be fast.”
 
   “Maybe wait until daytime,” said Heather.
 
   “To do what?” asked Dom, who was sitting up, the blanket bunched in his lap.
 
   “Hey, dude,” I said.  “Did you sleep good?”
 
   He nodded and yawned.  “I had bad dreams though.”
 
   I didn’t say it, but they couldn’t have been much worse than the reality outside.
 
   Heather went and sat beside him, stroking his hair.  “Do you take baths or showers?”
 
   “Baths.  I can’t reach the shower handles yet.”
 
   “I think you’d feel better if you get cleaned up.”  She looked at me and I nodded.
 
   “We’ll do the car thing after you’re done.”
 
   “Okay, come on, kiddo.”
 
   They disappeared into the other room and I stared out the window at the white Nissan Cube.  My mind kept going back to Sharon, the woman who drove that car.  I wondered what CDs she had, or what songs were on her MP3 player.  I wondered what her husband was like; I hadn’t found his wallet because he was probably carrying it now.
 
   I walked over to Matt’s bag and pulled it open.  He had his weed in four large freezer baggies, and I took one out and opened it.  I closed my eyes and took in the smell, then pulled out a bud that I fluffed into my pipe.
 
   After three hits my mind settled on the family and the kids out there; I wondered if they instinctively stayed together after they changed into monsters, or if they just wandered away from one another, every part of what they knew about their families just gone.
 
   Then I cussed myself out for thinking about it at all.  I didn’t need to be sad.  I needed to be focused.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Domenic walked in with Heather behind him, roughing up his hair with a towel.  When she finished he shook his head like a wet dog and his long, brown hair settled.  He looked at me and actually smiled.
 
   “You could use a bath too,” he said.  
 
   I looked at him and said, “I do showers, munchkin kid.”
 
   “Munchkin!” he said.  “From Wizard of Oz.”
 
   “Yep,” I said.  “But you’re right.  I’d feel better.  Maybe after.  You ready, Heather?”
 
   “Let’s do it.”  She knelt beside Domenic.  “Dom, we’re going to get the car in the driveway and pull it into the back yard.  We need you to stay inside and just sit tight.  Don’t look out the window.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Because there’s scary shit out there,” said Heather.
 
   “Right to the point,” I said.  “Cool.”
 
   “Promise?” she asked.
 
   Dom nodded his head.  
 
   We watched.  There were three in our view, but the other four we’d seen earlier had to be around somewhere.  I still had on my belt full of stars, but I still hadn’t pulled the ones I’d planted in the babysitter’s body.  I just didn’t have it in me yet.  I knew I’d have to get them before we left because it would just be stupid to throw them away like that.
 
   With the key in my pocket and the stars in my hand, I went to the front door and looked through the peephole.  Empty porch.  “Okay.  I’ll give you like a minute to get into position,” I said.  “Get the latches open and just hold it closed.  When I start the engine, I’m gonna throw it in gear and go, so just pull the gate open and get behind it and wait until I pull in.”
 
   “It’s not rocket science, Nel,” she said.  “Once you’re in I’ll push it closed again.”
 
   “Hard.  Push it hard.  If there are any of the things on my tail you need to knock ‘em back.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Go.”
 
   She went.  I looked at my watch and started my countdown.
 
   At the one-minute mark I unlocked the door and went out, closing it quietly behind me.  I ran full tilt to the car and got there in six giant, leaping steps.
 
   Vanillaroma.  I knew that LittleTree smell anywhere.  I breathed it in.  I hadn’t realized how bad the air smelled outside because I’d woken up with it the day before.  I guess I should’ve noticed it, but I was pretty distracted by the source of the smell – the zombies that were eating the early risers of New York City.
 
   I put the key in the ignition and turned it one click.  The gas gauge jammed all the way to the right and I said, “Fuckin’ A.”  I turned it the rest of the way and the car fired.
 
   This was almost my kind of car.  I’ve always done my part to keep the planet clean, and if I was ever going to own my own car – which ain’t gonna happen, I can tell you now – it would be a Volt or a Prius.  I would definitely have one of those crazy-looking Coexist bumper stickers on it.
 
   Nah.  I know it’s not possible.  There are always some dickheads who don’t want to coexist.  I get that.  But it’s a nice idea; a utopia to shoot for.
 
   Seriously.  I wasn’t wasting time.  All these ideas flashed through my head in a split second.  The zombies were there, though.  Nobody in front of me.  I dropped the transmission into drive and hit the gas.
 
   The car didn’t move.   I gassed it harder.  It moved a foot.   The gate was open, and I saw Heather standing there with the pitchfork in one hand and the gate in the other, and she was mouthing something to me that I couldn’t figure out.  
 
   Then it hit me.  Emergency brake!   I dropped the handle and punched it without looking up.   A woman in a nice peach-colored dress folded beneath my front end and I said, “Oh, man!” as I forced my foot to remain on the gas.   I felt her body rolling beneath the car like a huge, mushy speed bump, and I just pointed that Cube toward the gate.  
 
   Another large male in jeans and a tee shirt had reached the opening then, and Heather’s face took on a warrior expression.  She held that pitchfork like a javelin and stabbed it into the guy’s head like an old pro.  
 
   She still turned her face away as the steel points sank into the creature’s flesh.  He crumpled right away and dropped to his knees.  As I drove by, passing between her and the house, I was shocked to see her raise a foot and plant it in the middle of his chest, then yank the bloody tines free.
 
   I moved my rear-view mirror as I cleared the opening and saw her drop the pitchfork and double-arm the gates closed again.
 
   I pulled the car around the back corner and saw Domenic outside.  He was just standing there, staring down at the dead zombie I’d pushed off the porch.
 
   In a flash, I threw that car in park and got the door open.  I went to him and took him by the hand.
 
   “Dude, we told you to stay in the house.  I’m not much of a parent or anything, but you need to listen to us.  Got it?”
 
   He nodded.  “She’s dead, huh?”
 
   I didn’t answer right away.  When we got inside, I said, “She’s deader than she was when she was in the house, but we didn’t kill her.  We just sent her on her way.  She was … like in limbo or something.  That’s what all those people are.”
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “Just like people who already died but haven’t moved on yet.”
 
   “I thought those were what ghosts are.”
 
   I heard Heather walk up and I could feel her standing behind me, but she didn’t make any rescue attempt.  The kid was challenging me.  I never wanted to have to explain sex to a kid much less death – and the last thing I expected was to have to try and explain the walking dead.  I wasn’t made for any of those jobs.
 
   “Look,” I said.  “I just want you to get that when we kill ‘em, we’re not really ending their lives.  We’re just stopping them from moving around.”
 
   “I don’t know if I know what you mean.”
 
   “Neither do I, Dom,” I said, standing.
 
   “We’ll be leaving here soon, okay?” said Heather.  “Maybe get somewhere safer.”
 
   He held out his arms and Heather moved in, but he turned and grabbed me.
 
   A warm feeling came over me.  I almost cried right then.  I couldn’t imagine what I’d done to make this kid believe I could give him anything he needed, especially comfort and some kind of peace-of-mind.
 
   I never even did that for myself all that well until recently.  I hoped I had enough to spare.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I had shopping bags in my hands, working beside Heather as we filled them with stuff from the basement shelves.   The Lyon family had spare batteries, camping lanterns, all sorts of stuff we could use for a long trip to Kansas.
 
   “Nice job out there,” I said.
 
   “What?  Oh, yeah.   Thanks,” said Heather.
 
   I laughed.  “Oh, yeah?  Getting used to this already?”
 
   “Spacing out is all.”
 
   “I’m guessin’ we’ll wake up soon.”
 
   She turned to me and the sadness that seemed to go away now and then was back full force.  She said, “I’d never kill Matty even in my dreams – not even in my worst nightmare.  He was always the one who looked out for me.”
 
   The tears wet her cheeks again and I felt like a dick for a second.  Then I realized it wasn’t what I said, it was just that she’d lost her brother the day before, and shit like that takes a long time to scab over, much less heal.
 
   “I get that,” I said.   
 
   We loaded up the rest of the bags in silence.  
 
   When we were finished packing the car, including clothing we found that we figured might come in handy; jackets, shoes, gloves and other stuff, Heather figured she would fire up the laptop on the kitchen counter.   The power was still on, and she wanted to print out a map to Garden City if there was still internet access.
 
   I wasn’t a computer dude, so now that the car was loaded, I kicked back with Domenic and just bullshitted with him.
 
   “What’s your favorite thing?” I asked.
 
   “Dinosaurs,” he said, without missing a beat.
 
   “Dude, I dig dinos,” I said.  “It’s crazy to believe big monsters like that used to live here.”
 
   “What’s crazy about it?” he asked.
 
   “Just … I don’t know, imagining a world where those things might eat you any –”
 
   I snapped my mouth shut.  What I was about to say hit too close to home.
 
   “Nelson, come here,” said Heather.
 
   I rubbed Dom’s head and got up, saying, “Back in a sec.  The old ball-and-chain needs me.”
 
   “Nel, I got it.  But there’s Garmin software loaded on this computer.  Did you see a GPS in the car?”
 
   “I saw something but I thought it was a radar detector.”
 
   “Have you ever even seen a GPS?”
 
   I shook my head.  “I bicycle around and stuff.  Never needed one.”
 
   “Hold on.”  She got up and ran to the back yard.  I could see by the color on the front curtains that the sun was setting.
 
   She was back inside in less than half a minute.  “Yep.  That’s a GPS.  And I punched in my mom’s address and it’s still working.”
 
   “Did you expect it to stop?”
 
   “I didn’t know, with all that’s happening.”
 
   “How far?”
 
   Heather looked down at the floor and muttered something.  I looked at her.  “What?”
 
   “Just over fifteen hundred miles.”
 
   “Dude.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “How long’s that gonna take?” I asked.
 
   “Around twenty-four hours, straight through.”
 
   “Does the thing take into consideration stopping for zombies?”
 
   “It does after you stop.”
 
   I didn’t get this stuff.  “What?”
 
   “I mean, it recalculates and keeps readjusting the time.  If you have to detour though, it’ll tell you another way to go.”
 
   “That’s good I guess.”
 
   “It’s great.”
 
   “It really kinda is,” I agreed.  I realized that capability would be awesome in case we hit blockages we couldn’t get around, even in a smaller car like the Nissan.  “So … we’re ready then?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I stared at her.
 
   “Gun safe.  I’ve shot a rifle before.  And a shotgun.  I think we need shotguns if there are any there.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I knew shit about guns.
 
   “Because they have a wide spray of … I don’t know.  Pellets or something.”
 
   “But still strong enough to take ‘em down?”
 
   “Heck yes,” she said, walking back to the room where the safe was.
 
   She went to the desk and opened the drawer.  She rummaged through.  “Help me,” she said, looking up.
 
   I realized I was standing there like an idiot.  I went to the window and saw the bodies – maybe ten within my view – roaming around in the street.  
 
   “Here!” said Heather.  “Three numbers, separated by dashes.”
 
   “You’re not that lucky, right?” I asked.  “I’m not.”
 
   “I wouldn’t describe my last twenty-four hours as lucky,” said Heather, standing and moving toward the safe.
 
   “I’m good at combo locks,” I said.  “I used to help chicks get into their lockers at school.”
 
   “They must have loved you, Nel,” she said, handing me the paper.
 
   “Nah, not very much,” I laughed.  “I was more of a novelty.  I already knew their combos mostly.  Just watching over their shoulders.”
 
   “You remembered them?”
 
   “I have what’s called a photographic memory,” I said.  “Doesn’t work with everything, but if I see numbers or letters, or I read something, I don’t forget it.  If someone tells me something I don’t always hold onto it, but if I read it just once, I’ll never forget it.”
 
   I looked at the paper and gave it back to Heather.  I spun the dial several times to the right, then brought it back to 0.  I turned it left to 14, right, passing zero twice, then stopped at 29.  I turned to Heather.
 
   “Now left to six,” I said, stopping.  I reached down and put my hand on the lever.  “Cross your fingers.”
 
   “Shh.  I’m praying.”
 
   I turned the lever and it clicked as I felt the bolts retract, allowing me to pull the heavy door open.  There were six long guns and a drawer at the bottom that I pulled open.  Inside were three handguns.
 
   “Jackpot,” I said.
 
   Heather rushed forward and pointed.  “Look at all the ammo stacked in the back!  And there’s a couple of double-barreled shotguns!”
 
   “You’re as happy as an assassin,” I said.
 
   She shrugged.  “There are things out there that need assassinating.”
 
   “A bunch of ‘em.  You ready to go, H?”
 
   “H?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s hard to shorten Heather.  I feel like I know you good enough now.”
 
   “That’s cool.  Yeah, I’m ready.  I don’t even know how to thank you for doing this, Nel.”
 
   “No need yet,” I said.  “Did you try calling your mom?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Did she answer?”
 
   “I got an all circuits busy message.”
 
   “Either that or the lines are all out,” I said.  “What are we gonna do for gas?  Siphon?”
 
   “That reminds me,” said Heather.   “I’ll cut off a piece of garden hose for that.  They probably have one in the back yard.”
 
   I got Domenic strapped in the car, making sure the stack of supplies behind him and beside him were stable enough that we didn’t bury the little dude on a sharp turn.  As I was sliding into the passenger seat, Heather ran up to the car carrying a length of hose.
 
   “Ready?” I asked.
 
   “You’re really making me drive?”
 
   “I suck at it.”
 
   Heather shook her head and got in.  She threw the hose on my floorboard and closed her door.  “I’ll pull up to the gate.  You’ll have to check it and push it open.  Be fast.”
 
   “No shit,” I said.  “My heart’s jammin’ the adrenaline already.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Cube was a small car, but it held quite a bit of stuff inside.  I got out and went to the fence.  It was dark then, but I could see the crazies from their eyes – at least the ones that faced me.
 
   I turned back to Heather and gave her a thumbs up before pacing off the length of the gate to be sure how much clearance I needed to open both of them and haul ass back to the car.  I didn’t want them hitting the car, but I needed Heather to pull as close to the gate as she could.
 
   Standing a few inches forward of where the gate would reach, I motioned Heather forward.  She idled up to me, stopping just in front of my legs.
 
   I went to her window and she put it down.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I went around and pulled my door open and saw Dom staring at me from the back seat.  He wanted to sit in the middle, so we managed to work the seatbelts out to accommodate him.  On both sides of him were seat-to-ceiling stacks of clothes we’d taken, so he couldn’t be seen from outside the car – which I thought was a pretty good thing.
 
   “We’ll be on the road in a few secs, dude.  Did ya pee?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said.
 
   “Okay, bud.  Then we’re bustin’ outta here.”
 
   “Like outlaws?” he asked, his eyes wide.
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Just like ‘em.”
 
   The car didn’t make a whole lot of noise, which was good.  The engine sound wasn’t drawing the freaks any closer.  I peered through the cracks, giving the area outside the gate one last look, and lifted the hook.  I slid the ground latch out of its slot for the fixed gate and pulled them both hard toward me as I moved away.
 
   As they swung inward, I bolted for the car, got there in less than two seconds and flew inside, slamming the door behind me.
 
   As the gate swung open and smacked into its fixed section, the rotters in the street all turned.
 
   Heather punched the gas pedal and the car surged forward with more torque than I expected, hitting the driveway at maybe twenty miles per hour.  As she reached the street, two of the infected neighbors wandered in the way, and I saw her close her eyes.
 
   I grabbed the steering wheel and cranked it to the left, yelling, “Heather, watch!”
 
   She opened her eyes and said, “Got it, got it!  Sorry!”
 
   “Heather, you’re gonna have to keep your eyes open.  Look for the pink dots and just drive around them!”
 
   I heard laughter from behind me, and turned to see Domenic buried under the stack of clothes.
 
   “You okay, Dom?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” he said.  “I’m hiding!”
 
   “Hey, you’re good, bro!  I can’t even see you,” I said, playing along.  Hey, if the kid was having a moment of fun, let him enjoy it.
 
   The GPS told Heather to take a right at the next intersection, and she did, ignoring the stop sign like a good little post-apocalyptic survivor.
 
   As we rounded the corner, two bright pinpoints hung stock still ahead of the car.  Bright red.   
 
   “What the hell,” I said.  It wasn’t a question.  I knew what it was.  One of the red-eyed girl zombies.  
 
   As Heather moved to swerve around her, I never let my eyes drift away.  Six or seven of the ones with lighter, pinkish eyes shambled off to her left, and she turned toward them, watching.  In seconds, all of them moved in the same direction.  Not any faster.  Maybe they weren’t capable of jamming on command, but it sure looked like she’d told them to do something.
 
   I turned as we passed her and saw the red pinpricks in the night fade into the blackness behind us.
 
   Then I realized something.  From the time we’d gone outside to the moment we saw the strange female, the power in that section of the neighborhood had gone out.
 
   “Be careful,” I said.  “I don’t want to get stuck here.”
 
   As Heather’s headlights cut through the now total darkness – aside from pink and the odd red glow of eyes – I wondered how far the trip to Kansas would seem compared to how far it really was.
 
   I was kinda bettin’ that 1,500 miles – if Heather was being honest when she gave me that number – might feel more like a million.
 
   I missed my gramps.  I wondered if he was still alive.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   I realized I could lose track of what day it was pretty fast, but I wasn’t sure it mattered.  What mattered was what day and time this stuff started, and I know that was Sunday, June 19, 2011.
 
   For those of us who were isolated from the majority of people who turned into monsters, that was a stroke of luck.  All by itself, it’s the only reason we got out of New York.
 
   Heather, Domenic and I left the house just after sunset; it was not 10:20 PM and we’d made some good time.
 
   Heather had reset the odometer when we left and she said we’d gone about eighty miles.  We’d had to use the detour thing on the GPS a couple of times, but it wasn’t because of cars blocking us; it was like some large groups of the new monsters had congregated for some reason.
 
   We hit a couple of them, too.  Knocked ‘em into next week as my Gramps would say.  It freaked me out.  I was still having a hard time not thinking of them as people.
 
   Heather was focused on driving, which I guess was good.  I’d lost a friend but she’d lost a brother.  I was pretty sure it was a hundred times harder thing to go through.
 
   Dom was dead asleep for the first two hours, and when he woke up he said he had to pee.
 
   That was funny, because so did I; I just wasn’t going to say anything because the last thing I wanted to do was get out of our boxy little zombie shield.
 
   But damn, once he said it, I had to piss like a racehorse.
 
   “Heather, you too?” I asked.
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “What’s the deal?  Your bladder made outta sponges?”
 
   Heather laughed and that made me smile.  It didn’t take much anyway.
 
   “I just don’t have to go.  I’ll get out and cover you with that Winchester 12 gauge, Nel.”
 
   I stared at her.  “Why?  We’ve got the pitchfork and this,” I said, holding up the machete.  “And these.”  I directed her attention to my belt of throwing stars.
 
   “And they’re all good if you’re close enough.  We saw some strange stuff with the ones with red eyes.  They all worry me, but those ones especially.”
 
   I nodded and turned around, saying, “Ready, lil’ dude?”
 
    “Yeah,” he said, opening his door.  I got out and pulled him out of the clothing jungle.  
 
   We’d stopped in an open area on I-78 westbound.  There hadn’t been enough cars to be a problem, but now and then we’d hit jackknifed semi rigs all flipped over onto their sides.
 
   The streetlights in this area were working, but that didn’t make me feel any better.  I could see these things in the dark which is why we were moving at night.  It made me want to stick to side roads, but that would take forever, and I didn’t have time.  Plus, as long as we were in a car, the metal and glass should protect us.
 
   “Untuck it and bleed your lizard,” I said.
 
   He did what I said but looked up at me, squinting, “Huh?  My lizard?”
 
   “Dude, I don’t know what’s appropriate to say to people under four feet tall.”
 
   “Don’t spank your monkey,” he said, smiling.
 
   “What?””
 
   A blast rang out behind us, and before I could do anything about it, Domenic was peeing on my new shoes.
 
   I turned and saw a heavy zombie dude writhing around in the middle of the roadway.  He still had a cap on and looked just like every trucker I’d ever seen in the movies putting the hammer down.  
 
   Heather walked toward him, pumped the shotgun once, and stood four feet away.  I figured the hammer was about to come down on him for the second time. 
 
   I wasn’t wrong.  His head sprayed onto the asphalt like a dropped watermelon.
 
   I looked at Dom. “Guy was already dead.”
 
   “I saw him,” he said.  “Sorry about your shoes.”
 
   “I’d have done it myself if you didn’t,” I said.  “Done?”
 
   “Yeah.  It’s scared now.  Like a turtle.”
 
   He got me.  I was actually laughing when I opened his door for him to crawl back in.
 
   We were on the road again.
 
   After about an hour, and according to Heather, another fifty miles, I  asked, “How far tonight?  You still perky?”
 
   “Yeah, Nel.  I could easily drive for three or four more hours.  We got a lot of sleep today.”
 
   “We might need it,” I said, pointing ahead.  
 
   “Wow,” she said.  “A Greyhound Bus.”
 
   It was on its side, and it blocked three of the four lanes.  The twenty or so zombie things that crawled around in the only remaining lane looked busy and happy from what we could see.  
 
   “Want to push through?” asked Heather.
 
   “Like … really push?”
 
   “We’re safe in here, right?  We’ll just nudge them or whatever.  Worth a try, right?”
 
   I had filled a baggie of stash back at the house, so I pulled out the pipe and stuffed it.  Dom was already out again, which I confirmed with a glance over my shoulder.  I cracked the window and lit up.
 
   I held it out to Heather.  “You?”
 
   “No,” she said.  “After we stop, maybe.”
 
   “Nudge away,” I said, releasing an enormous hit.
 
   She pulled forward.  I tucked the weed away and watched in amazement, my fingers playing over the 3” stainless steel throwing star in my hand.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 
 
   We crept forward with the headlights out.  The moon was a curved wedge in the sky, just over half full, but there was plenty enough light to see the faces that seemed to already be deteriorating.
 
   We’d cleared the clothes off of Dom at our last stop, but now I reached back and knocked the whole pile over the top of him again.  Dom, who had fallen asleep again, made a noise but didn’t appear to wake up.
 
   “Good idea,” said Heather, pulling to within three feet of the creatures.
 
   It seemed they all turned at once and moved toward us.  The bodies they had been eating were all over the roadway, torn into pieces, and the dark stains on the highway ahead could only have been from buckets of blood.
 
   “Go, go!” I shouted.   “Heather, look for the most open path!”
 
   Heather cranked the wheel left and headed for the shoulder, but a Toyota Highlander had rammed the center fence on the eastbound side, and it was pushed in over half the width.  The transformed humans filled the remaining grass area.
 
   Heather reached the grass and turned right again to avoid the front left bumper of the Toyota, slamming instead into four bodies whose faces were intent on each turn of the steering wheel.
 
   One female in shorts and a flowered, short-sleeved shirt did not fold beneath us as the others did, but instead, fell right on the hood, her exposed, vein-riddled arms reaching.  Her fingers clutched the ledge near the windshield wipers.
 
   “How is she that strong?” I asked.  Her eyes were pink, not red, but I would not have believed this lady could have crawled up the hood of a moving car when she was alive.
 
   Heather turned the wheel back to the left and the persistent zombie swung to the right.  There were at least ten more that had bunched up in front of us, and now they were beside us too, their filthy, bloody hands smearing our side windows until we couldn’t see a thing through the glass.
 
   The engine strained.
 
   “Are you flooring it?” I asked.
 
   “I am, Nelson!”
 
   The engine revved as the wheels spun.  
 
   “Fuck it!” shouted Heather.  “I’m backing out.”
 
   Heather reached down and threw the car in reverse and punched the gas.  The tires bit and the Cube jerked backward, freeing itself almost immediately.
 
   She spun the wheel like a stunt car driver and we were heading eastbound, the wrong way.  No headlights came toward us on the mostly abandoned roadway.
 
   Not right away.  As we got off at what was actually the previous onramp, a car stood parked in the middle of the ramp.
 
   A spotlight blinded us.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Heather slowed to a stop about fifty yards from the vehicle.
 
   “Is it a cop?” I asked.
 
   “I can’t tell.”
 
   “I’m hungry,” said Domenic from the back seat.
 
   “Hang on, dude.  We’re dealing with a situation.”
 
   “A situ-what?”
 
   “Just hang on, bro,” I said, opening my door.
 
   “Nelson, what are you doing?”
 
   “If they see me with my hands up, they’ll know we’re okay.”
 
   “Or they’ll shoot you.”
 
   “I don’t think people go bad right away, H.”  I got out and stood next to the car, my hands in the air.
 
   The spotlight went out, then back on.  It repeated the pattern again.  
 
   I pointed to the car and nodded, and got back in.  “I guess that means we should go on.”
 
   “I guess,” said Heather, doubt in her voice.
 
   “I’m hungry,” said Dom.
 
   “On the floor behind my seat is a lunch bag,” I said.  “There are some granola bars in there.  Got honey in ‘em.  They’re good.”
 
   I heard him rummaging around and turned my attention back to the spot, which had now gone out, presumably so we could see.
 
   It was a police car.  
 
   “Shit,” said Heather.  “We’ve got the pot.”
 
   “I doubt he’s focused on stuff like that right now.”
 
   We pulled beside the car and saw a man standing beside the driver’s door and a woman in the passenger seat.  Neither were in uniform.  
 
   The man was black and well over six feet tall.  I had palmed a 2” throwing star in my left hand and Heather was a bit more obvious carrying her shotgun, the barrel pointed at the ground.
 
   As we both walked toward the police car, the man walked forward, his right hand extended, and a smile on his face.   There was a pistol in his left hand, but he seemed to be intentionally holding it toward the ground so as not to be threatening.  “I can’t tell you how good it is to see others like us,” he said.
 
   I’m a good judge of character, and I liked him right away.  His voice was pleasant, and his smile looked as real as they come.  
 
   I held out my hand and we shook hands with our thumbs toward us rather than pointing up.  I don’t know how to describe it other than the cool handshake.  “Hey, bro,” I said.  “I’m Nelson Moore and the dangerous one there is Heather Goodspeed.”
 
   “I’m Sam Little,” he said.  
 
   Heather smiled and shook his hand.  “Hi, Sam.”
 
   He turned to the woman in the passenger seat of the cop car, who rolled down the window.  She smiled, too, but said nothing.  She was blonde, and I could see her intense blue eyes, even in the moonlight.
 
   “This is Nancy, my sister-in-law,” said Sam.  “We’re pretty much all that’s left of our families.”
 
   “God, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Heather.  “Are you police officers?”
 
   He laughed, then shook his head.  “Nah.  This was our escape vehicle.  It was my wife’s birthday and Nancy and her husband, my brother Raymond, were staying at my house, planning to leave Sunday, back to Cleveland.”
 
   “Bad day to make plans,” I said.  
 
   “Was that just a couple of days ago?” he asked.  “Hard to believe.  I feel like it’s been a week already.”
 
   “Yeah, a buncha dead people walking around will do that,” I said.
 
   Nancy suddenly looked very sad and turned her eyes to the floorboard of the car.  
 
   “My wife and brother didn’t make it,” said Sam.  “There were cops on our street from 911 calls, but everything went crazy.  My brother woke up … crazy, like all these things out here, and my wife Lulu.  She … changed, too.”
 
   His lip quivered.  Sam shook his head.  “Nancy hid in a closet and I was able to shut my brother in the bedroom after I jumped over the bed to get away from him.”  
 
   It was still as raw as it was for all of us.  Tears streamed down Sam’s eyes as he went through what happened.  “We ran into the street and there was a cop car, door open.  Some stuff was going on down the street, but it didn’t look good.  We just jumped inside, shut the doors and drove.”
 
   “Why’d you stop here?”
 
   “We saw you guys go by.  You passed us just before you hit that flipped bus up there.”
 
   “Didn’t see you, bro,” I said.
 
   “We were on the shoulder.  We tried to get by them, too, but nothin’ doin’.  We turned around, pulled over to organize our plan, and headed back to the onramp.  When you passed, we figured you’d be coming back, too.”
 
   “Dude, we need human connections when stuff goes crazy, right?” I said.  “Where you headed?”
 
   “Everything we had was in Newark,” said Sam, who appeared to be in his mid-thirties.  “Now we’re just runnin’ I guess.”
 
   “We’re headed to Kansas,” I said.  “Then I’m off to New Hampshire.”
 
   “Brother, that’s gonna be quite a drive.  Where were you when this shit went down?”
 
   “I was in Central Park,” I said.  “Heather was in the city.”
 
   “Why Kansas and all the way back?” asked Sam.  “Why not New Hampshire first?”
 
   “My mother,” said Heather.  “She’s there.  Whatever caused this didn’t get to me or my brother.  I’m hoping my mom didn’t get it, either.  I have to get to her and Nel said he’d help me.”
 
   “Where’s your brother?” asked Sam.
 
   I saw Heather’s eyes water up and I went and put an arm around her.  “He didn’t make it,” I said.  “A casualty after the fact.”
 
   “I’m sorry for touchin’ a raw nerve,” said Sam.  “I’m barely hangin’ on.  Same with Nancy.”
 
   “Well, we’ve got a GPS, and it’s tellin’ us to take this side road to get around that bus.  If you wanna follow us to Garden City, you’re welcome.”
 
   “Or a stop along the way that looks like a safe place to hole up,” said Sam.
 
   “I want to get as far away from this place as possible,” said Nancy.  Her first words revealed a feminine, broken voice laced with sadness.
 
   “Nan, a safe place is all we can hope for until the government gets this under control.  I don’t think it’s about distance.  Just getting’ somewhere safe.”
 
   “He’s right, lady,” I said.  “We were in a pretty good house, and if not for Kansas, I guess we’d have stayed there.”
 
   Heather nodded.  “I’m the only reason we’re on the road.”
 
   Nancy sighed and said, “Okay.  But can we stay with them for a while?  Until we’re sure we’re safe?”
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said.  “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re not cops ‘cause I have weed.  It’s my Xanax, and I need it like a bitch nowadays.”
 
   “Why you travelin’ at night?” asked Sam.  “I mean, it seems to go against logic.”
 
   “Their eyes,” said Heather.  “Nelson said they’re easy to spot because they glow.”
 
   “We saw that.  My wife was the first.  She was pregnant, and her eyes were like … not like most of ‘em.  They were red.”
 
   “How far along?” asked Heather.  “Sorry … I shouldn’t have – ”
 
   “No, no,” said Sam, shaking his head.  “She just found out.  She was like eight weeks.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, dude.”
 
   I heard something behind me and spun around.  Dom was stepping out of the back seat of the Nissan, piles of clothing on the pavement outside his door.  
 
   “Hey, little dude!” I said.  “Sorry we forgot about you in there.”
 
   “It’s okay,” said Domenic.  “I was eating gramola bars.”
 
   “It’s granola,” said Heather.   “Domenic, this is Sam, and the lady in the car there is Nancy.”
 
   Domenic walked forward and looked up at him.  “You’re a giant,” he said.
 
   “Maybe to you,” said Sam, holding out his hand.  “Nice to meet you, Domenic.”
 
   The boy shook his hand and pumped it four times before letting go.
 
   “How old are you, Domenic?” asked Sam.
 
   “I’m eight.”
 
   I remembered he said he was seven-and-a-half back at his family’s deli, but if the kid wanted to be eight, it wasn’t my business.
 
   “I thought you were ten or so,” said Sam.
 
   “That’s what we told him,” said Heather, winking at me and Sam.
 
   “Let’s get back in the cars,” I said.  “I don’t like being outside much anymore.  We kinda plan on driving until morning, and we’ll find a place to stay for the day and get some rest.”
 
   “Sounds good,” said Sam.  “Nan?”
 
   “Good.  That’s good.”
 
   They got back in the patrol car and we tucked Dom back in the Nissan and got all the clothes he had dumped in the street back inside, too.
 
   We pulled around the police car and he swung in behind us.
 
   We hit the two-lane road that ran alongside the interstate and continued our way west.
 
   His belly full of what we saw were three granola bars – from the wrappers on the floor at his feet – Domenic slept again.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We drove over a series of bridges and saw hundreds of railroad cargo cars stored in a row below us, just before crossing the Susquehanna River.  The bridge over the river was mostly clear, but where cars were stopped or crashed, horrible faces hit the glass as we drove by, freaking us out more than once.  
 
   I had noticed the police car following us had a winch mounted on the front, which I guessed was for helping to remove stuck cars.  I made a note of it in case we needed it.  I wasn’t sure even Sam realized it was there.
 
   “I’m ready to sleep,” I said.  “I’m sure you’re ready to quit driving.”
 
   Heather looked exhausted.  Her eyelids heavy, she said, “Yeah, we’ve gone like 175 miles.  I’ll get off at the next exit.”
 
   We had to get back on the wrong side of the interstate again, just because most of the blockages seemed to be heading east.  We got off on an onramp leading to N. Enola Road, and the first exit we found was Valley Road.  It let off into a residential neighborhood.
 
   It was more of the same, but we were out of the city and I guessed these folks were earlier risers.  
 
   The zombies turned their heads to follow us.  Heather’s tears flowed the moment she saw them and I put my hand on her leg.  “Keep your eyes straight, and just drive around ‘em if they get in your way.  I’ll keep my eyes out for a place we can stay.”
 
   It was almost four in the morning.  Sunrise wouldn’t happen for a couple more hours, but we were wiped already, and it was time to stop.  Sam and Nancy stayed with us, so I figured they agreed.
 
   “Turn right, up here,” I said.  “Looks deserted maybe.”
 
   She hung a right on 1st Street, and just off that road was a home on the right side.  It was completely dark.
 
   “Streetlights are still on here,” said Heather.  “I could so use a hot shower.”
 
   “That does sound really good,” I said.  “Dom, could you use a bath, bro?”
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   Kids never wanted to bathe.  Heather pulled into the driveway.  The house was beige and had a three-car garage on the left and was built out of brick with vinyl siding.  Sam pulled beside us.  
 
   We all looked around a bit before opening our doors and getting out.  
 
   Sam said, “Let’s get inside fast and make sure we’re alone.”  He looked down along 1st Street and added, “Too many houses along there for me to feel good about being out here for long.”
 
   “Gotcha there,” I said.  “Couple of the things right down there.”  I pointed.  They were still several blocks away, but they were moving in our direction, the moon illuminating them plenty enough to see.  Their glowing eyes weren’t visible from that range.
 
   “C’mon, Dom,” said Heather, opening her door.
 
   “Let’s see if we can get these garage doors open once we get inside,” said Sam.  “If there aren’t cars in there, we can pull inside.  That way if we have any trouble when we leave, we don’t have to expose ourselves.”
 
   “Good thinkin’,” I said.  
 
   We walked to the front door and I put my ear to it, listening.  I looked at the others.  “Nada.”
 
   “Try the door,” said Sam.
 
   I did.  The knob turned and I pushed inward on it.  
 
   The front room, centered around a large fireplace, was empty.
 
   The house smelled like the dead.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The rotting smell only existed with that kind of intensity when they were nearby.  I gripped my machete in my right hand again, and Heather carried her shotgun.  I wasn’t sure what kind of gun Sam had, but the police rifle from the patrol car was now clutched in Nancy’s hands and I had to wonder what her background with weapons was.
 
   We let them walk ahead of us in case she was as clueless as I was about guns of all kinds.  I wasn’t gonna say anything because the whole apocalypse thing was really new to me, and I didn’t want to insult her.  
 
   At the same time, I didn’t want me, Dom or Heather to take a fluky gunshot, either.  Speaking of the kid, Dom was behind us, and we told him to keep a watch out behind the group.
 
   “Nance, keep your barrel up in firing position, but away from any of us, got it?  You remember how I showed you, right?” 
 
   “Yeah, thanks, Sam,” she said.  
 
   I can tell you that made me feel better.
 
   Sam looked back at us.  “You guys alright?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Heather.  I nodded.  Being part of an armed group tiptoeing through a strange house was about as far from what I ever thought I’d be doing right then, and I was having a hard time accepting that it was actually happening.  
 
   Each step drove it home a little bit more.
 
   We moved around the wall of the living room and into a small dining room.  I saw a switch on a wall and hit it.  A lamp in the corner went on.
 
   “Cool,” I said.  “Light’s good.”
 
   There was a closed door on the right side.  We moved toward it and Sam reached for the knob.
 
    “Listen at the door first,” I said.  “Just to be sure.”
 
   Sam turned his head and lightly pressed his left ear to the door, but it wasn’t entirely latched and pushed inward.
 
   “Sam, watch –” It was all I had time to say.  
 
   In a flash, a hand thrust from the open door and took Sam by surprise.  The large man responded, jerking his head backward, tripping over Nancy’s feet, just behind him, and falling hard onto his back.  
 
   Nancy looked down, stunned.
 
   “Watch out, Nancy!” called Heather.  Suddenly the door was open wide and a nude, male rotter stumbled forward, his clawing hands moving straight toward Nancy’s downturned  face.
 
   Instinct took over and I raised my machete in both hands and brought it down hard on the monster’s reaching wrists, slicing clean through the grey-brown skin, tissue and bone.  The hands dropped to the floor beside the wide-eyed Sam.
 
   By that time, Nancy had managed to stay on her feet by jumping backward over Sam’s still supine body.  She quickly raised her rifle and squeezed the trigger.  Her dead-on shot blasted half the creature’s face away in a spray of rancid mist, and it flopped back onto the floor of the room behind it.
 
   I grabbed Dom’s hand and walked him into the nearby kitchen, keeping my eyes peeled for other occupants of the house.
 
   “Dude, how you doing?”
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “You okay?  Everyone’s okay.  Got that?”
 
   Dom nodded, his big brown eyes staring.  “Nelson, I’m fine.  I’ve seen them before.”
 
   “Yeah, but we’ve been really lucky, dude,” I said.  “You haven’t had to see a lot of that gross stuff – you know, like with the blade just now.”
 
   “It’s cool,” he said.  “It’s like living in a scary movie.”
 
   “It is,” I said.  “Only it’s not pretend, bud.  Someone can get really hurt – even killed.  You understand?”
 
   Dom nodded.  “I want something to fight with.”
 
   The others had moved into the bedroom, but Heather stood behind Dom in the dining room, watching us again.
 
   “Man,” I said, looking into his eyes.  “I can’t give you a gun, man.  Or a knife.  Wouldn’t feel right.  You’re a tike, dude.”
 
   “I want a baseball bat.”
 
   “You good with a bat?” I asked.
 
   “I am.  More than just tee-ball.  I can really hit.”  Domenic’s eyes were bigger and brighter at the prospect of being given a weapon.
 
   “We’ll check the garage.  Maybe they have one.”
 
   “Everybody has one.  I do, too.  If I’d have thought about it I woulda brought it.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Nelson, Heather. Would you guys come in here?” called Sam.
 
   We walked toward the room with Dom trailing, but Nancy came out first and met us a few feet from the door.
 
   She pulled out a dining chair and patted it.  “Domenic should sit here for a bit.  He doesn’t need to go in there.” 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yes,” she said.  “I don’t want to go in there.  In fact, I’ll sit with you, Domenic.  Is that okay?”
 
   He nodded.  “Yeah.  I’m thirsty.”
 
   I reached into my bag and pulled out a bottle of water, passing it to him.  He took it and scrunched his face up while he tried to muscle the cap off the new bottle.
 
   “Do I want to go in there?” asked Heather.
 
   “That’s your call,” said Nancy.  
 
   I looked at Heather and shrugged.  She shrugged back and we went through the door.
 
   On the bed was a woman handcuffed to the four-poster bed.  Both arms and both legs.  She was completely nude.  My eyes burned from the horrid smell almost immediately.
 
   Her middle had been torn open and devoured, resulting in a thousand squirming maggots feasting on what remained of her intestines.  Her leaking insides had soaked the bed, drawing the wiggling, white larvae in an identical pattern all around her body.
 
   Sunday mornings had apparently been reserved for some kinky sex games.  Suddenly, her husband eating her turned into something way, way more literal than this woman ever expected.
 
   She stared at us, her pink eyes pushing out only tiny amounts of the mist we had seen earlier.  The living corpse pulled against her restraints, and at our entrance seemed to quadruple her efforts to get free.  I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the horrific mess in the bed.
 
   “So I guess he did that to her?” asked Sam.
 
   His voice entered my ears as though from a spirit; at that moment, I had no awareness of anyone else in that room and it took me a few seconds to even understand the meaning of his words. 
 
   “Whoa, man,” I said, finally comprehending.  “Sex game gone wrong.”
 
   The woman in the bed, her patchy, blonde hair over her face, hissed at us and again jerked her arms.  This time her left wrist snapped and she kept pulling until the skin stretched, black blood dripping down onto the pillow beside her.  The skin pulled to the maximum of its tensile ability and tore free as the dead woman now waved her meaty stump toward us.
 
   “Heather, can you?” I asked.
 
   Heather raised the shotgun, pumped it once, aimed and turned her face away as she fired.
 
   I had closed my eyes.  I opened them.
 
   No movement.  No scraggly crying out, no mist.  Just a destroyed face to go with the rest of the body.
 
   Nancy came back in the room unfolding a sheet, which she gave Sam one side of.  They pulled it over the body and let it go.  It drifted down and took the slight shape of the woman beneath it.
 
   “We won’t be staying in here, but we don’t have to worry about them, either,” said Sam.
 
   “I put Dom in the bathroom,” said Nancy.  “I checked it first.”
 
   We all nodded.  Sam did a cursory check of the master bath, but it was also empty, as was the rest of the house.
 
   If the couple had kids, they were away at camp, their grandparents’ house, or they were dead somewhere.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   We got the rest of the house lit up and found the gas and water to still be on, too.  I took the opportunity to swipe a pair of jeans the dude had.  They bagged on me a little, but I didn’t care because they were clean.  
 
   I found a ZZ Top concert shirt that I took, too.   It said, “That Little Ol’ Band From Texas” on the back with Gibbons, Hill and Beard silhouetted on the front.  I remembered doing air guitar when I was a teenager to their song, Tush.
 
   Heather’s selections weren’t limited to only sexy nighties, so she was also able to find blue jeans and a nice, white peasant blouse.  That’s what she said it was.  I didn’t see that she looked like a peasant; just pretty hot.
 
   Morning broke just after 6:00 that day, about right after we finished our showers.  One of us kept watch while the others slept, but by 1:00 PM, we were all awake and hanging in the living room, our eyes on the window.  Nothing had come toward the house as far as we’d seen, but relaxing would definitely draw them.
 
   “How long had you been married to Raymond,” I asked.
 
   “You remembered his name,” she said, smiling.
 
   “I remember a lot,” I said.  “If he was Sam’s brother, he must’ve been a good guy.”
 
   “He was,” she said.  “I hate to talk about him … you know, in the past tense.”  Tears threatened to come.
 
   We were all quiet for a while.  “Sorry,” I said.
 
   Nancy shook her head.  “It’s okay,” she sighed.
 
   She looked older than Sam by a few years; maybe six or seven.  She was a little thing, maybe 5’-5” tall, but her blonde hair fell down to just past her shoulder blades, and she had an air of something that I can only describe as resolve about her.
 
   “You did good with that rifle,” I said.  
 
   “Thanks,” she said, smiling for the first time.  “I hadn’t handled one since I was like fourteen.  My dad took us all to the gun range for some target shooting.  I remember loving it but we never went back.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She shrugged.  “It was probably me,” she said.  “I started to like boys and all I wanted to do was stay as far away from my parents as I could.”
 
   “I know that story,” said Heather.  “My mom’s awesome, but I forgot it for a few years there.”
 
   “That happens to everyone,” said Sam.  “I treated my parents like they didn’t exist from the time I turned fourteen to the time I hit eighteen.  Nothin’ against ‘em.  Just had no interest in hangin’ out with ‘em.”
 
   Something brushed against the front window and we looked up to see a shape slide by.  
 
   “They’re out there.” said Sam.
 
   “Shit!” said Heather, jumping to her feet.
 
   “What?” I asked.  “Oh, fuck it.  I know.  We forgot to check the garage.”
 
   “How?” asked Sam.  “Jeez, we said it right before we came in.”
 
   “Could’ve been the sexy mess we found in the bedroom,” said Heather.  “Either way, now we gotta go out there.”
 
   Dom snored away on the couch, and I wondered how little kids could sleep so much.  I watched him for a few seconds, then got on my feet.  “Hope the garage is clear.”
 
   “I can’t see why there would be anyone out there,” said Nancy.
 
   I agreed.  “Okay, I’ll see if there’s an opener.  I remember seeing windows in the door, though, so it should be light in there.  Who’s with me?”
 
   “I’ll go.  You girls okay with the kid for now?”
 
   Both women raised their weapons and nodded.  No words necessary.
 
   “Hmm,” said Sam.  “Dumb question I guess.”
 
   “Ya, dude,” I said.  “They’re all of a sudden kinda showoffs.”
 
   We went into a laundry room and found what had to be the door to the garage. This time I put my ear to it, holding onto the knob.  “Don’t hear anything, man.”
 
   “Let’s go then,” said Sam.
 
   I reached out and turned the thumb lock, which had been in the vertical, locked position.  I pulled it open slowly, allowing the laundry room light to break the darkness beyond.  Once I saw it was clear, I reached in and found a switch.
 
   The six four-bulb fluorescent light fixtures came to life, bathing some amazing cars in their bright, pulsing light.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Dude, is that a ’68 Camaro?” I asked.  
 
   Sam walked into the garage, barely aware of anything else around him.  “Brother, it’s this Shelby Cobra GT500 I’m freakin’ on,” he said.  “What is that, a ’69 or ’70?”
 
   “Bud, the only reason I know the Camaro is because one of my mom’s boyfriends had one.  Probably stolen.”
 
   “Not practical now, or I’d take it in a heartbeat,” said Sam.  “Gas hogs, both of ‘em.”
 
   The third garage bay was empty.
 
   “Yeah, and both have shitty back seats,” I said.
 
   Sam looked at me.  “How much fun you think we’re gonna have in the next few months.  Maybe years.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Not a lot.”
 
   “Nope,” he agreed.  “I’ve never driven a Shelby.  Big yard here.  I’d love to tear around in that thing for a few minutes.”
 
   “You serious?” I asked.
 
   Sam nodded.
 
   “Might be a dumb thing to do.”
 
   “You think?” asked Sam, the disappointment registering on his face immediately.  “Hell, I know that.  Still.”
 
   “Hey,” I said.  “How about after we go?  Heather can drive the cop car and you can follow her until that beast runs outta gas.”
 
   “Speaking of which, let’s check ‘em both for fuel.  These suckers had big tanks ‘cause they sucked a lot of petrol.  We’ll see if we can’t top off the cruiser and your little box out there.  Then I’ll run that Shelby out of gas sooner and won’t get in too much trouble.”
 
   “Works for me, bro,” I said.  “You do the siphoning.  I don’t want to get that toxic shit in my mouth.”
 
   “Deal,” said Sam, his very white teeth contrasting against his very dark face.  
 
   For the moment, we went back inside the house, found the keys, and made our plan.
 
   I dug planning with someone.  I’m a social animal, too.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    It was pointless trying to tell that kid to sleep in the middle of the day.  He just wasn’t having it.  
 
   “Dude, you’ll sleep all night,” I tried.
 
   “That’s when I always sleep.  Plus it’s boring in the car.”
 
   “Bud, right now I’d pay for boring,” I said.
 
   Dom pretend frowned.  “None of you guys are asleep.”
 
   “We don’t need as much rest as you kiddos,” said Heather.   “You told Nel you wanted a baseball bat.”
 
   “I do!” he said, now with a huge smile on his face.
 
   “I don’t think a little boy needs a big ol’ bat unless he’s well-rested,” said Sam, also smiling.  “Usin’ that muscle you got there, a boy might just clock someone upside the head by mistake.”
 
   “Yeah, those things out there!” he said, motioning generally toward the outside of the house.  “I’ll knock their blocks off!”
 
   “Well, I know I don’t want to be around a little boy with a baseball bat if he’s sleepy,” said Nancy, winking at Heather.
 
   “Aw, now you’re all against me,” said Domenic, dropping his hands to his sides in defeat.  “No fair.”
 
   “Dude, we just wanna keep you safe, bro!” I said.  “Okay.  None of us are sleeping, right?  We might be able to come up with something for you to practice that might make us feel better.  Good?”
 
   Heather had stepped into the other room, unnoticed by Domenic.  She returned to the room from another direction and snuck up behind the boy.
 
   “Boo,” she said.
 
   He whirled around, staggering backward so off-balance that I reached out and caught him beneath his arms.  “Whoa,” I said.  “See?  That’s what we call taken by surprise.”
 
   “No fair!” said Dom, still smiling.  He was smiling because Heather had an aluminum baseball bat in her hands.  She held it up.
 
   “This is your weapon, but you may only have it outside of the car and after you receive your training.  Got it?”
 
   “Got it!”  He held out his hands.
 
   “Not yet, dude,” I said.  “Training first.”
 
   He rolled his eyes.  “Okay.”
 
   “I got some ideas,” said Sam.  “There’s an old string mop on a rack in the garage.  I can make something using that Frisbee I saw.”
 
   “Can I hold it?” asked Dom.
 
   Heather relented.  “Here.  Don’t hit anyone.”
 
   He took it and immediately began winding up for a baseball swing.  I looked at Nancy, whose eyebrows were up.  “He’s got control,” she said.
 
   “More than I have now,” I said.  “Lucky I have these,” I added, holding up my hands.
 
   “Your Sub … what?”
 
   “Subdudo, dudette.”
 
   Nancy smiled.  “Haven’t heard that for years.   You’ll have to show us in a bit.”
 
   “Once we get into training mode, I might show all you guys some moves if you want,” I said.  “Can’t hurt in case these zombie dudes and chicks get too close.”
 
   Nancy smiled, but I didn’t think she believed I was serious.  I was.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In fifteen minutes it was 2:30 PM, and Sam had an interesting mock person for Dom to pound on. 
 
   He brought it out.  He had the mop, and he’d found a couple of pieces of cardboard about two feet wide by three feet tall.  He sandwiched the pieces on either side of the broomstick and stapled them together, tacking the cardboard to the stick, right below the mop head.
 
   Right in the center of the mop head, he nailed the Frisbee and drew what I guess he saw as a monster face on it.  It just looked like a messed up jack-o-lantern to me.
 
   “Whoa!” said Dom, charging Sam with the bat.
 
   “You whoa, son!   Slow it down now!” said Sam, backing up, his hand in the air.
 
   Sam knelt down and Dom approached him.  
 
   “Okay, now these things kinda stumble along, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Alright, show me how they walk.”
 
   Dom did his best zombie impression.  Nancy had found a book and was reading, but now she looked up with a smile on her face.
 
   The book had some longhaired dude on the cover with way more muscles than me, plus he had a hot chick dressed in some kind of fancy dress.  I guessed it was a romance book or something. 
 
   “Teach him right, Sam,” she said.  
 
   “Yeah, teach me right, like a policeman!”
 
   “I’m not a cop, son.  I’m just a guy drivin’ a cop car.”
 
   Domenic wasn’t hearing it.  He awaited his instruction, his bat on his shoulder.
 
   “Okay,” said Sam.  “I’m gonna stand back and hold this dummy out in front of me.  Now my hands will be behind this cardboard, but be real careful not to hit me.”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “I’ve been ready, Sam!” said Dom.
 
   “Alright.”  Sam stood and pushed two couches back, one that contained Nancy.  It slid easily on the hardwood floor.   “Clear.  Everyone, keep a heads up.  Dom, don’t let go of that bat.”
 
   “Shit, I didn’t think of that,” said Heather, moving to a safer spot.
 
   Nancy sunk down into her couch a bit farther.  I stood there with all the confidence of a fool.  What can I say?  I trusted the kid.  He said he could handle a bat.
 
   Sam held up the dummy.  “Okay.  Here it is, comin’ at you.  He’s bobbin’ and he’s weavin’ and he’s stumblin’ … what you gonna do, little man?”
 
   Dom swung the bat and Sam pulled the makeshift zombie back.  Swing and a miss.  While he was recovering, Sam moved the zombie in and made a kissing sound as the Frisbee touched Dom’s face.
 
   “No fair!” said Dom.  
 
   Now he was pissed.
 
   “Pay attention, man,” said Sam.  “Them guys out there ain’t gonna give you a second approach.  You swing true and catch ‘em off balance.”
 
   Domenic swung and smacked the Frisbee dead on.  Sam caught the mop in one arm, saying, “Now that’s it!   Again!”
 
   He bobbed it again and this time, Dom’s eyes didn’t leave the Frisbee.   He faked with his eyes and gave the cardboard a body shot.
 
   “Good, good, but try to hit the mop, Dom,” said Sam.  “Gotta take these things out by hittin’ ‘em good in the noggin.”
 
   He moved it back and forth, in and out, and Dom stepped back and took a swing that landed dead on the string mop, knocking the entire thing from Sam’s hand.
 
   “There it is!” shouted Sam.    “Good!  A warrior.  That’s what I see.”
 
   “Really?” asked Dom, smiling.
 
   “Yeah, but warriors don’t smile.”
 
   Dom lost the smile.
 
   “Just kiddin’.”
 
   “Hey, pick that thing up again,” I said.
 
   Sam looked at me.  “What, the mop?”
 
   “It’s a zombie, not a mop!” said Dom.
 
   “Sorry,” said Sam.  “The mop went out of character.”  He picked it up and made growling sounds with it.
 
   “Hold on a sec little bro,” I said.  “Let me show you some moves, okay?”
 
   Dom nodded, dragging the bat on the floor.  
 
   “Hold it up, Sam.  Move it around.”
 
   He did.  I reached up and chopped it fast on the left side of its neck and spun around, my foot catching just behind the broomstick.  Had they been knees, they would’ve buckled, dropping the zombie backward.
 
   Since it didn’t go down, I decided to use some of my more lethal moves on it.  I punched it hard on the left shoulder, then the right, gave it another knee kick, then spun around again, this time my leg extended in the air as high as I could kick.  My foot connected with the mop and sent it flying out of Sam’s hands.
 
   “Holy shit, man!” said Sam, smiling big.   “You were like a goddamned tornado, brother!” 
 
   “I don’t usually hurt people.  It’s for subduing people, but I don’t really care about hurting these things.  I’ve never had so many people wanting to attack me before.  I can’t afford to be merciful.”
 
   “We all learned that, Nel,” said Nancy, peeking over the top of the couch.  
 
   “Can I try that Nelson?” asked Dom.
 
   “Sure, buddy,” I said.  “But I’ll warn you – it takes practice.  I’ll work with you until we get to Kansas though.”
 
   “Okay.  Sam, more bat practice?”
 
   Sam shook out his hands.  “Before we go, okay?  I got some gas to see about siphoning.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Nothin’, man.   Good job.  You clobbered that mop zombie good.”
 
   Dom went to the couch with his bat and sat at Nancy’s feet.  He yawned and went out within two minutes.
 
   I looked at Sam.  “You want to get that gas?  I saw three or four big cans in the garage.”
 
   “I’ll get it, Nel.  I’ll call you before I chance going outside.”
 
   I yawned.  “I might be able to get some more shuteye.  Creepin’ up on me.”
 
   “It does that.  Sleep, bud.  I’ll wait for you.”
 
   I went to the other sofa and stretched out.  I wasn’t there five minutes before Heather came over and slid in beside me.
 
   I opened my eyes.  “Hey,” I said.
 
   She looked at me.  “Hey,” she said.
 
   “Heather, I’m sorry.”
 
   “About what?” She put her hand on my chest.
 
   “Dude, you’re Matty’s little sis,” I said.  “I’ve known you since you were a little chick.  Like Dom’s age.”
 
   “I know.  We’re all grown up now.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be doing this if Matty was around.  Think about that.”
 
   Heather slid off the couch without saying anything.  I think she was crying.  I didn’t want to hurt the kid.  I just didn’t want to feel like shit.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Shelby Cobra had about half a tank and the Camaro was full.   Since the other vehicles were outside, we couldn’t even try siphoning from one tank to the other; we had to put as much as we could into the cans and figure it out from there.
 
   Turns out that three of the cans were plenty to hold the remaining gas in the Shelby.
 
   “Okay, what’s next?” I asked.
 
   “Window check,” said Sam.  We went to the garage door.  The garage faced west, so we could see the sun beginning to sink.
 
   “No zombies, bro,” I said.
 
   Sam nodded and turned to look at me.  “Okay.  Tell you what.  I’ll pull the Shelby out and you hop in that little boxy thing and pull it in.  I’ll park the Shelby and jump into the cruiser and pull it in the other spot.”
 
   “I’m game, dude.”
 
   I kinda liked the fact that he didn’t have me driving any of the gas hogs.  Not that I’d object for the few secs I’d be blowing fumes, but I just felt better about driving the Nissan.
 
   One last check.  “No zombies dude.  Let’s get on it!”  I hit the remote and the Cube chirped twice, the running lights flashing with the sound.
 
   Sam fired the Mustang and hit the remote inside the Shelby, and damned if all three doors didn’t go up at once.
 
   I bolted for the car, checking to the left and right.  The engine of the Shelby Cobra was crazy loud, rumbling louder than thunder.  I don’t know if he floored it or touched the gas, but the tires spun, started smoking, and laid a black streak of rubber as the car shot backward.
 
   I landed in the driver’s seat of the Nissan and fired the engine, dropping it into drive.  Nah, there wasn’t as much fanfare as there was with that muscle car, but I hummed that little car into the space Sam had just vacated.
 
   I pulled all the way in and braked, throwing the transmission into park.  The patrol car was already lined up with the other empty spot, so once Sam got inside, he just had to pull straight in.
 
   I turned to watch, and my heart leapt into my throat.  I don’t know where it came from; it was just there.  A man with only half of his left arm, staggering from the street, already in the driveway.  
 
   “Sam!” I called, but I was still inside the car with the windows up.  I threw the door open and almost fell out, yelling, “Sam!  Behind you, man!”
 
   I watched as the stumbling thing that used to be a man got to within four feet of my new friend and traveling companion.  Sam spun in the wrong direction at first, searching for the threat.  I opened my mouth to scream again.
 
   Two feet away.  
 
   “Sam!” I cried.
 
   I was on my feet then as the garage door flew open and Heather appeared, shotgun in hand.  Her eyes went wide as Sam spun around, the pistol in his hand.  
 
   The thing was too close to him for him to brace his arm to fire.  He staggered back, but Heather had run full speed into the driveway, and she had a bead on the rotter.
 
   “Drop, Sam!” she yelled, and Sam dove to the concrete, away from the thing.
 
   At the same time I heard the explosion, the monster’s head changed from a face into raw meat.  Its legs went wobbly and the one remaining arm swung wildly as it collapsed to the ground, landing on its back.
 
   Sam was already on his feet, but he had a hand pressed to his lower back.  “Can you get in the car?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” he answered, and in another three seconds he was inside and cranking the motor.  Heather and I stood aside as he pulled it into the garage.  I ran to the wall and hit all three buttons, lowering the doors.
 
   “Why the fuck didn’t you call me to cover you before you went out there?” asked Heather, staring at me.
 
   “We thought it was clear,” I said, my heart only beginning to settle.  “We looked twice before we went out.”
 
   “Well, next time you act like an idiot, just remember me and Domenic!” she said, then turned and stormed back inside the house.
 
   I kinda figured she was still pissed about my earlier rejection.  Hey, I’m not saying I’d never be willing to go out with her I guess, but it was gonna take a little more time before I could just see her as a chick.  A few years maybe.  Based on her aggression level, I wasn’t sure she could wait that long.
 
   If most of you dudes saw Heather, you’d tell me I was an idiot.  I probably am, but I felt the way I felt.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The cars were fueled.  Sam hadn’t given up on his idea of driving that Cobra, so we all shrugged and gave him our blessing.   Hey.  It was his dream.  In a world of nightmares, being able to fulfill a dream was a damned nice thing to do.
 
   When we hit the road with full tanks, it felt good to know we could go more than 300 more miles before gassing them up again.  I wondered if the next fill-up would be as easy as the last, but it was a bridge we’d cruise over when we got to it.
 
   Now I don’t know if Sam had ever driven on a slick track, but every time I heard that engine rev, the Cobra went nearly sideways.  Yeah, he kept control – just barely – and in my humble opinion, that was way too much car for Sam Little – maybe way too much for anyone.  
 
   For the most part, Sam was driving like a sixteen-year-old in a stolen hot rod.  When he wasn’t, and the motor idled low, it was so deep, it sounded kind of like those huge bass speakers some dudes put in the trunks of their cars.  The vibration got deep inside my brain and ate it away.  
 
   That shit’s noise pollution, man.
 
   I was so happy when after about fifteen miles, that engine sputtered and died.  He got out, touched the hood for a few seconds and got in with Nancy.   For the moment, she drove.
 
   As usual, the eastbound lanes still seemed to be less clogged than the westbound, so we drove against traffic again.   There was a lot of zigzagging like before, but Heather didn’t complain.  She drove that car like a rental, making good time despite the obstacles.
 
   Dom was in and out, mostly out.  I liked talking to him, because he reminded me of myself before I realized how tough life could be.  Here this kid had it slapping him in the face and he still seemed optimistic.  Good for him.
 
   We drove another 80 miles before Dom woke up and said he had to pee.  I had to go too, but Heather was giving me a bit of the silent treatment and I didn’t want to ask.
 
   I should’ve reminded her that I was supposed to be headed to New Hampshire, but I’m not a dick like that, but she’d probably tell you different, at least right at that moment.
 
   We saw a motel sign at the exit for Hammonds Mill Road.  I was surprised to be told we were in West Virginia; I suppose I’d nodded off and missed the sign welcoming us to the state.
 
   “Maybe we kick in the door of a motel room for a little secure toilet action?” I asked.
 
   “That works for me,” said Heather.  
 
   “Finally,” said Dom from the back seat.  
 
   “We really need to get something so we can talk to Sam and Nancy,” said Heather.  “Walkie Talkies or something.”
 
   “I think they carry them at drug stores and stuff.  Definitely like a Best Buy,” I said.
 
   Heather turned off at the exit and I looked out the rear window to see that Sam had followed.
 
   “Nel?” asked Heather.
 
   I turned.  “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “You know.”
 
   “H, don’t be sorry.  I mean, you’re a hot chick, don’t get me wrong.  It’s just that … I was thinkin’ that if I’d have met you and didn’t even know who you were, I’d still be sketchy about … I don’t know why I keep thinking of it as going out with you.  Where the hell would we go?”
 
   Heather laughed.  “I know what you mean.”
 
   “Anyway.  I’d go out with you in a minute if you weren’t Matty’s baby sister, or if all this crazy stuff hadn’t happened.  But I think to myself that a chick like you wouldn’t even want me if all this stuff didn’t happen.”
 
   “You’re a good guy, Nel,” she said.  “Don’t sell yourself short.”
 
   “Anyway, I’m not the last dude on earth, so you shouldn’t settle.”
 
   Heather sighed and pulled to a stop at the bottom of the onramp.  A low, green sign on the corner read Spring Mills, West Virginia.
 
   I looked at the freeway ahead.  “Looks like this is where it switches up.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Heather.
 
   I pointed.  “From here, the westbound lanes are clear and there are more cars heading eastbound.  Makes me wonder what they were running from.”
 
   “The what is pretty clear,” said Heather.  “It’s the how many that bugs me.”
 
   She pulled across the exit and onto an access road.  
 
   “Lookie!” said Domenic.  Alongside the road walked several of the zombie people.  They slowly turned as we drove by.  I made it a point not to meet their eyes.
 
   “Dom, eyes straight ahead,” said Heather, reading my mind.
 
   “Look!” I said.  “Drug store.”
 
   “Perfect,” said Heather.
 
   I spun around.  “Whoa,” I said.  “Burger King.”
 
   “Seriously?” asked Heather.
 
   “Burger King!” shouted Dom.  “Can we?”
 
   “Dude, they’re not open.  Won’t ever open again as far as I know.”
 
   “There’s a Shell station there, too,” said Heather.
 
   I quit dreaming and gave up on Burger King.  
 
   Heather checked for more rotters before pulling the car to a stop.  We were in the clear for the moment.  She lowered the window and waved Sam and Nancy to pull alongside us.  Nancy was still driving, so Sam rolled his window down.
 
   “What’s the scoop?”
 
   “Motel.  Pee break, poop if you gotta,” said Heather.
 
   Sam looked around.  “Power’s still on,” he said.  “Traffic light’s still going.”
 
   “Cool,” I said.   “Maybe we can have a bite while we stop.”  I looked at my watch, which was an old Mickey Mouse watch my mom had given me.  It was all of her I had left.  “And yeah, I know.  Not at Burger King.”
 
   “What time is it?” asked Heather.
 
   “Almost midnight,” I said.
 
   “Well, we’re here,” said Sam.  “Maybe we should top off the tanks, too.”
 
   “If it’s easy,” I said.  “We’ve still got almost three-quarters of a tank.”
 
   “I’m getting down near a half,” said Sam.  “So, if we can.”
 
   “Follow me,” said Heather, dropping it into drive and gassing it.  She pulled into the Holiday Inn Express and parked.   The parking lot was clear, so I grabbed my machete and Heather got her shotgun and stuffed four more shells into her pants pockets.
 
   Sam had his pistol tucked in his pants and Nancy carried the police rifle casually in her left hand, and Dom held his baseball bat on his shoulder like he was tired of waiting for a good pitch from a bad pitcher.
 
   “Should we hit the office or just kick in a door?”
 
   “What if people are alive here?” asked Nancy.
 
   “Didn’t see anyone walking around,” I said.  “Lots of cars with the doors open, just like everywhere else.”
 
   “This is everywhere,” said Heather.  “Worldwide.”
 
   “We don’t know that,” said Sam.  “Maybe in England, Germany.  Hell, maybe some other country set this shit on us.”
 
   “Dude!” I said.  “England and Germany are allies!” 
 
   Sam laughed.  “Buddy, I ain’t talkin’ about them.  I’m talkin’ about like Iran or Syria, some shit like that.”
 
   “Towel heads?” I asked.
 
   “Politically incorrect, Nelson,” said Heather, eyeing Dom.
 
   “They wear towels on their heads and it’s not okay to call them towel heads?  I wouldn’t care if I wore a shirt and they called me shirt back, or if I wore a hat and they called me hat head.  Whatever.”
 
   Sam patted me on the shoulder.  “Might not matter anymore anyway, Nelson.”
 
   “Let’s kick in a door,” I said.  “I need to get rid of some pent up crap.”
 
   We walked along the lower level until we found two doors beside one another.  The blinds were open, the beds were made in both rooms, and it was clear they were unoccupied.
 
   I got back four feet, ran toward the door and raised my leg, planting my foot just beside the doorknob.  The door flew inward and I hopped twice to keep from falling on my face.
 
   “Nice work,” said Sam.  
 
   “One more,” I said.
 
   “Why two?”
 
   “This is a non-smoking room,” I said. “I’m gonna want to fire a bowl.”
 
   Sam smiled.  “Nel –”
 
   I held up my hands and smiled back.  “I know what you’re sayin’ bro, but I don’t own this hotel, and while I might be willing to break the door in, there’s no Do Not Break The Door In sign.  I follow rules.  Next door is a smoking room.”
 
   I pretended I didn’t see them shaking their heads, but suddenly it was like bobble head city.  I carried out my plan and had the other door busted open in a flash anyway.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We were able to flip the door latches over to keep them closed, because the only damage was to the main jamb.  We felt secure, and occasional checks out the window didn’t reveal any of the zombies.  
 
   Living in this rotted world, I think it was psychological that I wanted to shower so much.  I took one anyway.   Sam, Nancy and Dom were in the other room doing the same stuff as us I guess.   
 
   Heather told me to shower first and she’d go after.  When I came out of the shower with my towel around my waist, Heather wasn’t there.  Assuming she’d gone next door, I finished dressing.  It felt good to be clean again.  The water was hot and there had been good pressure.  
 
   Writing this, I’m remembering what it was like in those first days; no idea how long it would last, how long the power would stay on.  I realize how much danger we were in.  We thought we knew, but in reality, we had no idea what these new monsters could do.  No clue at all.  Every one of us was lucky to be alive.
 
   I’m glad Isis and Max chose Kingman as our new and hopefully, our final home.  They saw it for what it was; with the nearby river, Hemp’s genius and Flex’s electrician skills, we’ve gotten to the point where hot showers and meals aren’t exactly rare anymore.
 
   But I was just getting started back then.  Like everyone.  I’d already forgotten whether it was day three or day four.  I’d never done so much in one day in as long as I could remember, much less doing that much day after day after day.
 
   I headed outside to go next door, checking down the sidewalk running in front of the building first, my freshly cleaned machete in hand.  An abandoned maid’s cart stood three doors down from mine, but nobody lurked there.  I knocked on Sam and Nancy’s door.
 
   “Who’s there?” asked Dom.
 
   “Nelson.”
 
   Sounds came from behind it and Nancy opened it, her blonde hair wet.  I realized she looked pretty good wet and in a towel.  I thought about Heather right away and felt a twinge down south.
 
   I know I blushed.  “Hey, Nance.  Is Heather here?”
 
   “No,” she said, her brows furrowing.  “She’s not in your room?”
 
   “Are – are you sure?” I asked.  I jerked my head to the parking lot and the cars were both there.  I turned back.  “Where the hell is she?” I asked.
 
   “Sam’s in the shower,” she said.  “Wait and let me go get him.”
 
   I didn’t wait.  I ran back into our room and ran down the hall leading to the bathroom.  There was a door at the end, which I pulled open.  
 
   It led outside.  I had assumed it was a closet.   Instead, it opened out to a courtyard area where there was a swimming pool.
 
   I could only see the warning signs on a wrought iron fence.  The pool itself was dark, only slightly glistening in the moonlight.  I let the door close behind me, realizing only after I’d done it that I hadn’t even checked around me.  
 
   Sprinting to the gate, I saw that it had been propped open with a patio chair.  I slipped past it and went inside.  
 
   A mist lay upon the water, slightly iridescent in the moonlight.  Yeah, yeah.  Hemp taught me that, too.  At the time I probably described it in my head in Rudolph The Red-Nosed Reindeer terms, like, you would even say it glowed.
 
   It did.  It glowed pinkish-white and sat on the surface of the water like a low, pink cloud.  I ran around the pool looking for control boxes, and found a post sticking up from the ground with what looked like an outlet on it.  A sign above it said, “Turn Past 15.”
 
   I opened the cover and turned it to the full 30.  A light went on behind me and I turned and gasped.
 
   Five shapes at the bottom of the pool.  One of them had to be Heather.
 
   My machete in hand, I held my breath and dove through the mist and into the water.     I opened my eyes underwater and wished I hadn’t.  
 
   Zombies.  Blurry and unclear, but trying to move toward a single, dark figure in the middle of the deep end.  They were more uncoordinated under water than on dry land, but I didn’t see any bubbles coming from their mouths, so they had all the time in the world to get to what I realized had to be Heather’s body.  
 
   Please be alive, please be alive, please be alive, I thought over and over.
 
   I reached her and felt something touch my back.  I instinctively threw my leg up and kicked hard, making solid contact.  
 
   I slid my arms beneath Heather and pushed off with both feet, trying to split the defense of the two zombies on that end of the pool.
 
   I was buoyant and they weren’t so much, which meant that if they wanted to get out, they had to walk up the inclined floor of the pool and I could use my incredible amount of natural adrenaline to propel myself to the edge.  I got on my feet and then walked Heather to the steps, dragging her out.
 
   I got her to the deck and scrambled up, grabbing her arms and dragging her another five feet from the pool.   
 
   “Nelson!” I heard, and saw it was Sam.  I don’t know how long all that I described took me to do; it seemed to take seconds and hours, all at the same time.
 
   I couldn’t answer him.  I pumped Heather’s chest again and again, doing what my Grampa Jim had taught me.  I remembered every timing, how hard to push, everything.  Sometimes I cherished my photographic memory.  Other times I cursed it.
 
   This new world provided me a plethora of both types of memories; the kind I never wanted to forget and those that I longed to get rid of but just could not.
 
   No response.  Sam and Nancy were beside me.
 
   “Nelson, is she …” Sam began.
 
   “No!” I shouted.  
 
   “Sam!” It was Nancy’s voice, in a fever pitch.
 
   The gun sounded twice, and I heard a splash.  I slapped Heather’s face hard and pumped her chest again, my wet hair hanging down in her now powdery white face.
 
   Suddenly, she coughed and water sprayed from her parted lips, and I quickly rolled her over onto her side so she could cough it all out.  She did that for a good thirty seconds, and all I knew was she was alive.
 
   The tears came in a flood for me, unexpected.  I don’t get emotions like that much anymore.  I touched her back and said, “It’s okay, Heather.  You’re okay.  We’re here.”
 
   Another gunshot behind us made us both jerk our faces around.   Another freak had made its way to the steps.
 
   As I got to my knees, I heard Sam say, “Fuck this.”
 
   Heather got to her feet, her arm over my shoulder, and we watched as Sam marched down into the water with his gun in his hand.  It was hard to see exactly what happened, but he fired the gun under water, killing one of the creatures.  Black-red ooze squirted into the water.  He moved to the other and repeated the process before coming back out.
 
   We all walked to the room in silence, but on alert.
 
   We needed some real time to catch our breath.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “What happened out there?” asked Sam.  “How’d you end up on the bottom?”
 
   Heather’s color was coming back, and her head seemed to be clearing.  I was about as freaked out as I’d ever been.
 
   “I opened the door, you know, thinking it was a closet or something, and saw the pool.  I looked around, the moon was bright enough, and I didn’t see any of them.  I figured once I got into the fence I’d be safe anyway.”
 
   “I don’t think we can ever be safe,” said Nancy.  “Not anymore.”
 
   Domenic was sitting next to Heather, his little hands squeezing hers.  Every now and then he would rub her hands with his as if trying to warm them.  He’d really taken to her.
 
   “I know,” said Heather.  “The water was nice.  I stepped in and went down the steps.  Just as I was dipping my head in I saw the pink mist on the water.  By then it was too late.  I got dizzy and that’s all I remember.”
 
   Sam looked at us.  “You guys seen this before?”
 
   “Yeah, as a matter of fact,” I said.  “Koko, Heather, remember?”  I snapped my fingers.  “Nah, you wouldn’t.  We hadn’t gotten into Matt’s building yet.  It happened to our Greek buddy, Koko.  Zombie sprayed him in the street with the stuff and he went out hard.  Same pink misty stuff.”
 
   “So it’s got some kinda knockout capability,” said Sam.  “That’s good to know.  And it’s pretty messed up.”
 
   “It’s enough they want to eat us,” I said.  “Now they can knock us out.”
 
   “I’d rather be out if they’re going to be eating me,” said Nancy.  She shrugged.
 
   “Good point, but I’d rather just keep my distance,” I said.
 
   “Exactly,” said Sam, rubbing his head with one hand.  “Man, guys.  So we stay back at least a few feet.  If any of us goes down and out, we gotta watch out for one another.  I don’t like that development.”
 
   “You don’t,” said Heather.
 
   “How do you feel?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m fine.  I remember everything from just before I went out and from the moment you woke me up, Nel,” she said.  “I guess it doesn’t do more than put you to sleep.”
 
   I stared at her, so happy I hadn’t lost her.  I must’ve gotten to her within a minute or so or she’d be dead or a vegetable.
 
   Sam stood up and patted me on the back.  “Back on the road soon?  We still have a few hours of dark left.”   
 
   “It’s easy to hang out once you find relative safety,” said Nancy.  “The last thing I want to do is leave here.”
 
   “Where were you guys headed anyway?” asked Heather.  “I don’t think we ever talked about it.”
 
   “Well, we are ridin’ in separate vehicles,” said Sam.  “Anyways, we’re with you for about another 300 miles or so.  Right around Columbus, Ohio, we’ll be cuttin’ north.”
 
   “Why?” I asked.  “What’s in Columbus?”
 
   “Fort Wayne, Indiana,” said Sam.  “It’s where my mom and dad live.  She cans preserves and other stuff.  I figure if I got some immunity to all this, she probably does, too.  She’s a tough lady.”
 
   I thought again about my Grampa Jim.  I knew I should’ve just stood my ground and done what I needed to do.   Seemed everyone else was.  It’s kinda like holding a door open and then having a stream of fifty people walk though it like it’s your job to hold it.  You feel guilty letting it go.
 
   Heather and Dom were my door, and I figured I’d hold it until everyone was through it.  Not sure if that’s a very good analogy or not, but it was what it was.
 
   “I’ll be sorry to see you go,” I said.  “You guys are great traveling companions.”
 
   “We got a ways to go yet,” said Sam.  “Everyone ready?  It’s almost 2:00.”
 
   “Let’s get that radio,” said Heather.  “And see if we can top off the tanks at that Shell station.”
 
   I stood in front of Heather and held out my hands.  She looked at Dom, leaned over and kissed him on the cheek and let go of his hands, taking mine.  
 
   I pulled her up and hugged her.  “Glad you’re okay, H.”
 
   She squeezed me, and it felt good.  “Thanks for bringing me back to life, Nel.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Shell station was occupied by one attendant, and she was locked inside a small booth.  It looked like thick glass, and a steel door separated her from the public.  I figured that glass was probably bullet proof or something, ‘cause there was just a slot to pass cash through and some holes so the customer could hear the attendant.
 
   Heather, Nancy and Dom stayed in the vehicles while Sam and I stood staring at her.  The pump power was still on, but I didn’t have a credit card.  Sam had lost his wallet, so we were short on options.
 
   I stared at the woman clawing at the glass.  “We could always just siphon,” I said.
 
   “Pumps right there, just a door keepin’ us out,” said Sam.  “We’re here.  Might as well try.”
 
   “That means killing another one,” I said.
 
   “I don’t have any love for ‘em,” said Sam.
 
   “They used to be people, dude,” I said.
 
   “They ain’t anymore,” he said.  “They’re dead, Nel.  Remember Heather.”
 
   “I hate this,” I said.  “I hate it more than you know, Sam.  Look at her in there.  See her name tag?  Luellen.”
 
   “Luellen, Mary, Janice.  Doesn’t matter.  She’d attack you and kill you, man.  She ain’t Luellen anymore.”
 
   I knew it.  I’d known it.  I just didn’t want to lose myself.  I looked at Sam.
 
   “I can’t hate ‘em, man.  It’s not their fault.”
 
   Sam put a hand on my shoulder.  “Nelson, you don’t have to hate ‘em.  You just have to look at it differently.  You’re not killin’ ‘em.  You’re puttin’ them outta their misery.  Out of this hellish existence.”
 
   I stared at Luellen, who now clawed at the glass.  Her fingernails were tearing off on the little holes designed for her to talk though.  I felt sick.
 
   “I guess they’d be as horrified as us to know what they are,” I said.  “And what they do.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Sam, looking behind us.  “Let’s do this and get on the road.”
 
   “Got a crowbar in that cop car?”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” said Sam.  “They got all kinds of fun little things in their trunks.  Let me get a pry bar.”
 
   He jogged back to the car and returned in seconds with a good bar that looked like it would do the trick.  He stood outside the door and looked at me, holding out the gun.  “Nel, you need to practice, bud.”
 
   “I don’t want to use the gun, dude,” I said.  “I don’t like holding things in my hand that explode.”
 
   “You wanna get Heather out here?” he asked.
 
   “Nah.”
 
   “You wanna machete her?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “What do you want to do, Nel?  I’m takin’ off in a few hundred miles and you’re gonna be on your own, you and Heather.  You need to get comfortable with a gun, brother.”
 
   I felt my shoulders slump.  He was right and I knew it.  I held out my hand and he put the gun in it, barrel facing away from us.  I said, “Okay, show me the ropes.”
 
   He told me what to do.  How to hold it, how to squeeze the trigger, and how close to get so that I didn’t get vaped but would be sure to hit her head.
 
   I stood back, gun in hand.  I felt like an idiot.  I might as well have been one of the guys from Dumb and Dumber the way I felt holding that gun.  Some kind of badass imposter.
 
   “Ready?” he asked.
 
   I nodded.  “No.”
 
   Sam laughed and jammed the pry bar in the gap by the doorknob.  It popped, but there was a dead bolt higher up.  “Okay, got that.  It’s gonna pop and I’m guessin’ she’s coming out fast.”
 
   “Just do it, Sam.  All this preparation stuff is just freakin’ me out.”
 
   It took the enormous Sam five good pulls to pop the deadbolt and bend the steel back enough so that the door came open.
 
   The hand came out first, and Sam stood well away, holding the pry bar in a defensive position.  I moved in, the gun held straight out in both hands.
 
   “Jam it against her head and fire, Nel.  Hurry.”
 
   I move forward three steps and instinctively, I kicked her in the knees with my right foot.  I felt them snap, and her legs buckled beneath her.
 
   “Nelson,” said Sam.
 
   “I know, I know,” I said.  I moved in as she lay on her stomach, pushing up with her arms.  One of them reached out and grabbed my foot, and I jerked it away, pointed and fired the gun into her head.
 
   Like a water balloon filled with red paint, it splattered on the concrete beneath the yellow, high-pressure sodium bulbs lighting the lot.  
 
   I threw up, turning in time to avoid spraying it all over the fallen zombie or Sam’s shoes.
 
   He said nothing.  When I looked up, he was inside the booth pushing buttons.  
 
   “You know how to operate that?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said.  “Done my share of jobs, Nel.  This was one of ‘em.  Pump five is on. I put in a hundred bucks.”
 
   “Thanks, Sam.”
 
   “My pleasure, man.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The CVS had been closed in the early morning hours, and it hadn’t been scheduled to open until 9:00 that fateful Sunday.  It hadn’t happened.  Sam shot a single round at the glass door and it shattered.  We all went in except for Nancy, who stayed with the sleeping Domenic in the car.
 
   “While we’re here, I wanna get some antibiotics and stuff,” he said.  “Who knows what kind of medical situations we’ll find ourselves in.”
 
   “Good point,” I said.  “And I’m not agreeing just because I like drugs or anything – though I do – but we might wanna get some pain killers and stuff.  People are bound to get injured out there.  Some Xanax or Valium might help, too, for the injuries that don’t actually bleed.”
 
   Sam looked at me.  “Nel, you’re deeper than you look my friend.  Anyway, we’re here.  Let’s get whatever we think we might need.  Before we turn off for Indiana, we can half the stuff.”
 
   “I’ll go see if there’s a radio and batteries and stuff,” said Heather.  She carried her shotgun in hand and looked on edge.  I was glad.
 
   “Be careful,” I said.
 
   “I’d say always, but I guess I blew that,” she said, smiling.  
 
   It took Sam and me a while to find all the drugs we thought might come in handy, but eventually we got them.  I noticed Sam take some Viagra, and I was a little surprised.  I didn’t say anything.
 
   Hey, I suppose it’s possible – maybe even likely – a man would have ED in the ZA.
 
   Sometimes I crack myself up.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We hit the road again, this time with Sam and Nancy in the lead.  We stayed behind, keeping a safe distance in case he had to stop suddenly.  Our radios worked well.
 
   We’d driven about 100 miles in three hours, and it was now  5:30 AM.
 
   “Come in, Cube,” came Sam’s voice.
 
   “Cube here,” said Heather.  “What’s up, Cruiser?  We ready to find a place to hole up for the day?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” Sam said.  “But that’s not why I called.  There’s a big glow up ahead,” he said.  “Pull up alongside me.”
 
   The police cruiser stopped.  I was at the wheel now, so I pulled up on his driver’s side and Heather put her window down.  We all stared ahead.  “That’s a big fire,” said Heather.
 
   “Gotta be,” said Sam.  
 
   “Where’s the fire?” asked Domenic.
 
   “Up ahead, kid,” I said.  “Maybe like a forest fire or something.”
 
   “Might be, but there ain’t been any storms, so maybe started by a downed power line or a car accident, somethin’ like that,” said Sam.
 
   “Are you worried about it?” asked Heather.
 
   “I’m not,” I said.  “Fire moves slower than the zombies, right?”
 
   “Not always,” said Sam.  “Anyway, let’s go then, just be prepared.  We might need to get around this thing, so see if your GPS can figure out a detour just in case.”
 
   There hadn’t been much need to tell Sam which direction to turn, because we were staying on the same highway most of the way to Kansas.  I wasn’t even sure there were any detours we could take.
 
   We drove on, moving around stopped cars, occasionally barely making it through, but always managing.  
 
   The fire was just off the road, in a large clearing.  I stared in amazement when my radio crackled.  “Cut your lights, Nel, hurry!”   It was Sam.
 
   I did.  “What the hell’s going on down there, Sam?” I asked.  But I don’t think I needed to.  I knew evil when I saw it.
 
   The bonfire was the size of a four-story building.  It had been built in the middle of a very large clearing, easily as big as four football fields.  
 
   Around the fire were dozens of people, both men and women.  None of them wore any clothing, and even from where we had stopped, on the overpass above them, we could see their bodies had been painted with some strange markings.
 
   On the grass beneath the bonfire, mostly obscured, appeared to be a five-pointed star in the center of a circle, painted there in white. The people walked around the fire in a single-file line, and when Heather had her window open, we could hear strange chants.
 
   “I think we got us some Devil worshippers,” said Sam, his voice serious and low.
 
   Heather pushed the button.  “I suppose they think Satan’s really taken over the world now.”
 
   “Hard to argue that,” I said.  “If you believe that stuff.”
 
   A tap came on the window.  I started, then jerked my head to the left.
 
   A gun barrel loomed, pointing right at my nose.
 
   “Get out!” a voice said.  My eyes instinctively raised to see two more men outside the police car, guns positioned to kill.
 
   “Nelson,” said Heather.
 
   “I know,” I said.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Out!” the person yelled.
 
   I opened my door.  Heather did, too.
 
   I didn’t do it a whole lot – I did it when Rachel got us back to our home in that helicopter – but I prayed to every possible God there was.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I didn’t know anything about Satanic worshippers or their reasoning, but I didn’t think it could be good.  I guessed that they had a perfect right to believe that what had happened to the world was Satan’s doing – if they believed in him.   
 
   That didn’t explain to me why they would worship him for that, or any other evil thing.   I mean, if they believe in Satan, they also believe in God, right?   And of those two, they chose the darkness and evil over light and goodness?
 
   That’s what bugged me the most.  These guys made Atheists seem benign.  If you want to know where I fall, it’s pretty much the same as Flex.  I just don’t know.  I believe there are forces controlling the universe some way, but I’m just not smart enough to tell you who or what that is, or if they don’t exist at all.  So I shut my mouth and try to be a good guy.  
 
   I think I achieve that most of the time.  Most of it, anyway.
 
   My hands were up and my machete was in the car.  Dom was curled up on himself crying in the back seat.
 
   “Dude, we have a kid in the car.  We were just drivin’ by and saw the fire,” I said.  “We don’t want or need anything from you.”
 
   “He’s right,” said Sam, his hands up, and two gunmen prepared to blow him away if he tried to use his size to get the advantage.  “Just leave us be and we’ll be down the road in no time,” he said.
 
   “Please,” said Nancy.
 
   “Abaddon will be the judge,” said the very thin man, whose face was painted to appear demonic and almost skull-like.  His ribs protruded from his torso and each had been shadowed to make him appear more skeleton than living human.
 
   “Who’s that?” I asked.
 
   “I think he might be that guy,” said Heather, pointing to a man below, nude like the others except for a mask he wore with two curved horns.  
 
   Dom now screamed at the top of his lungs, and I said, “Man, will you let me bring him out, or at least try to calm him down?”
 
   The man reached into his shirt and pulled out a whistle that hung from a beaded chain around his neck.  He blew it once long, then two short bursts, then another long.  
 
   Below, everyone stopped at once and looked up.  They all turned to face us, and the masked leader walked to the front and stopped.  He raised his arms and in the stillness of the night, backdropped by the blazing inferno, he screamed, “Deliver the interlopers!”
 
   His voice was deep and gravelly and dug into my brain.  I was scared.
 
   The door to the car opened and Dom jumped out.  He ran toward the shirtless, painted man who pointed his gun at Heather – this one shorter and fatter than the one who covered me – and with one of his little arms, he punched the gunman in the stomach.
 
   The gun erupted, and I heard three sharp pops, so close together I almost didn’t realize what it was.  Heather dropped to the ground.
 
   Domenic screamed, then he, too, dropped out of sight.  I didn’t know where he was or if he was hurt.  “Heather!” I shouted, and threw my right hand up, hitting the rifle barrel pointed at me.  I ducked down and swung my left leg around, folding the man’s knees.
 
   The gun clattered to the ground and I kicked it toward Sam.  The man covering him instinctively looked at it, and Sam took that opportunity to plant an elbow hard in his face.
 
   I wasn’t done yet.  As the skinny one tried to regain his footing, I gave him a quick chop to the carotid artery and jabbed him in the throat, administering a more painful injury than I normally would with Subdudo.  I ducked into the Cube and grabbed my machete before planting a knee on the man’s chest and pressing the point of the large blade to his neck.
 
   “Domenic, get over here!” I shouted.
 
   I looked over and saw that Sam had the gun and he held it on his thick attacker.
 
   From behind me, I heard, “She isn’t dead, but I will kill her now.  Drop the weapons.  Both of you.”  
 
   I couldn’t see him because he had ducked down behind the car so he wouldn’t be a target for Sam.  
 
   “Sam?” I said.
 
   “Nel, he’s gonna kill her.”
 
   My heart sunk.  “I … know.  I don’t suppose you guys care about these two?” I asked.
 
   “Kill them if you wish.  It’s a sacrifice we are more than happy to make to Abaddon.”
 
   “Unless you all want to die right here, I suggest you lay down the weapons now,” came a serious voice.  It lacked any specific accent, unlike the other two men who had spoken, both with slight, southern accents.
 
   The sound of several rounds being chambered came as I looked to our east, behind our vehicles.
 
   Twelve nude men and women, equally painted and heavily armed, stood aiming their weapons at us.  Had they opened a barrage of fire, we’d have looked like Bonnie and Clyde after their last stand.
 
   I put my machete down and stood slowly.  “Dom?  Heather?”
 
   “Yeah, Nelson?”   It was Dom’s voice.
 
   “Can he come to me?” I asked.
 
   “Heather’s hurt!” cried Dom, and I knew he wouldn’t be coming.  
 
   “Is she alive?” I asked.
 
   “She’s alive, you prick.  One round grazed her arm.”
 
   “Don’t let her die,” I pleaded, not trusting their assessment of her injury.  “I’m trying to get her to her mother’s house in Kansas, along with the boy.”
 
   I felt, rather than heard, a commotion to my left and turned to see the crowd part.  The man with the mask on now emerged from the group, standing a good five inches taller than Sam, which would put this man closer to 7’ tall than 6’.
 
   “Nelson,” a whimper came.  It was Heather.
 
   “Heather!” I shouted, dropping to my stomach to see if I could find her by looking under the Nissan.  She was there, across from me, her cheek pressed against the ground.
 
   “Heather, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m numb,” she said.  “I can’t feel my left arm.”
 
   Sam spoke, his voice tremulous and deep.  I could hear the anger with every syllable.  “This woman is hurt, and I think it’s pretty clear you got us.  Now unless you intend to kill us all, will you please get her some medical attention?”
 
   “We do things in our own time,” said the tall, masked one, who I guessed was Abaddon, whatever that meant.  “Not your time, nor the time of any man.”
 
   “Dudes, whoever’s time you do it on, will you please do it?” I asked.  “I kinda don’t want my friend dying before she can get to her mom!”
 
   “Lead them,” said the horned man.  
 
   “Let us go,” said Nancy.  “Please.”
 
   “You will join us, or you will perish, sacrificed to Hopeless Ruin.”
 
   I shut my mouth.  They pulled me from the ground and jerked my hands behind my back.  I heard the zip of flex cuffs and felt them tighten on my wrists.  I looked over and saw Heather.  I was relieved to see her on her feet, the bloodstain on her left shoulder telling me that her injury probably wasn’t life-threatening.
 
   It broke my heart to see little Domenic handcuffed.  One woman’s large, sagging breasts hung off her chest, glistening with sweat as she pushed my little friend in front of her, toward the onramp.
 
   It would be daylight soon.   My only thought was that the five of us were alive for the moment.  I said to myself I would remember everything I heard and saw, every name, every face.  I would do my best to figure out some kind of plan.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    Before we were led off the freeway, steel, helmet-like contraptions were put on us.  They didn’t blind us, but they dropped over our heads and shoulders, preventing us from pivoting our necks.  Plates welded to the side eliminated our peripheral vision.  We were like horses wearing blinders.
 
   We were led into a residential neighborhood.  Rotters moved toward us and were quickly dispatched and left dead where they fell.  From what I was able to see, there were rotting carcasses everywhere; I wondered how long it would take for disease to infect all of these people.  
 
   Disposing of the bodies might seem like an unnecessary task for people like these who seemed to be attracted to horror and darkness, but it just wasn’t smart.
 
   I guessed that in their sick minds, the dead bodies in the street were constant reminders that their dark Lord ruled the planet now, and that they were among his chosen.
 
   The smell that hung in the air was indescribable.  It made my eyes water and I was so scared for little Dom and Heather, I couldn’t even think about it.   I cared about  Sam and Nancy, too, but I never felt the same responsibility for them.  I hope that doesn’t make me a bad person.
 
   The walk took about thirty minutes, and I realized as we moved, that nobody drove.  No vehicles, not even bicycles.  They walked slowly and methodically, always allowing the one called Abaddon to lead unless he waved them ahead.
 
   “Take them to the Chamber of Darkness,” he said.  “And separate them.  I will see them when I can.”
 
   “Dom, buddy, don’t be scared man,” I said, as they pushed us toward what appeared to be a two-story, brick house.  “Heather, we’ll be okay.”
 
   The one called Abaddon laughed.  “That depends on you and the wishes of The Father of All Lies.”
 
   We were led into the interior of the home.  The windows were boarded over and I could smell sweat and blood; at least that’s what my mind told me I was smelling.
 
   Sconces hung on the walls, all lit by candles.  I hadn’t seen any lights, so guessed the power was out in this horrific haven these misguided people called home.
 
   The room just off the entry was not open; it appeared several small rooms had been built within it.  There might have been ten small rooms with cage doors.  Two of the doors hung open, but we were not put in those rooms.
 
   Instead, we were pushed into a hallway.  Sam and Nancy were ahead of me, and I sensed others were behind me, but I didn’t hear Dom anymore and Heather’s sobs had stopped.
 
   The hands on my shoulders turned me sharply to the left and I was pushed into a dark space.  I heard the sound of steel closing behind me and I staggered forward twice, before my foot hit something on the floor.  I tripped and fell, landing on a thin mattress of some kind.  It was more of a yoga mat, it was so thin.  
 
   I got back to my knees and waited for the sounds in the hallway beyond my new prison to die down.  The helmet thing on my head was heavy and uncomfortable and blocked my hearing, but eventually, I came to believe those who had put us there had gone.
 
   “Sam?” I asked.
 
   “Nel?”
 
   It was Heather.  “Heather!” I whispered.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “My shoulder hurts,” she said.  “This thing is pressing into the bullet holes.”
 
   “Holes?” I said.  “Were you shot more than once?”
 
   “I think so.  Nelson, what are we going to do?”
 
   “Dom?” I said.  “Dom, are you here?”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “Oh, my God, Nelson,” said Heather.
 
   “Sam?  Nancy?” said Heather.
 
   “I’m here,” said Sam.  “I went straight ahead into a room.  I think I’m at the end of the hall.”
 
   “I was pushed to the left,” I said.  “Not far into the hall.”
 
   “I’m next to you, Nelson, farther in.”
 
   “I was pushed to the right,” said Nancy.  “There’s just a mattress where I am, but it’s all wet.”
 
   “I can’t see anything, Nancy,” I said.  “I wouldn’t lie down on it until you can see what it is.”
 
   “I’m sitting on the floor,” she said.  She began to cry, and I heard Sam say, “Nance, girl.  We’ll get you outta here, sweetheart.  Don’t worry ‘bout that.”
 
   “Where’s Domenic?” asked Heather.  “Nelson, I haven’t seen him since the car.”
 
   “Neither have I,” I said.  “He’s a kid.  Hopefully they won’t hurt him.”
 
   “I didn’t see any other children,” said Heather.  “They’re freaks.  Horrible, strange people.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean they’ll hurt us,” I said.
 
   I didn’t like lying, but I wasn’t one to kill off hope, either.  At that moment, right at that moment and quite a few after it, I expected to die.  I expected us all to die.  
 
   I wouldn’t be very convincing telling that Abaddon dude that I suddenly converted to Satanic worship, and I didn’t plan to try.  I planned to do exactly what I said:  Remember everything.  Use what I learned.  Save my traveling companions if I could.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When I woke up, I had no idea what time it was.  I realized that hours had to have passed because I wasn’t tired anymore, and I had been exhausted when they dropped me in there.  I didn’t remember falling asleep.
 
   I sat up in darkness that was as pure as it had been when we were put in our cages.  My eyes slowly adjusted, though, and I could see what looked like steel doors with diamond mesh welded to them.  The walls were all plywood and when I knocked on it, I could tell it was more than likely the thick stuff.
 
   I was hungry and my mouth was as dry as a bone.  I drifted in and out.  I would have called out to the others, but if they were sleeping, I wanted them to have that reprieve from this living nightmare as long as possible.
 
   No sense of time.  I heard a door open in the distance.  A sound came and I heard something at my cage door.  The squeal of what sounded like a metal hinge came next, followed by the sound of something metal hitting the concrete floor.
 
   “If you wanna eat that, stick your hands through.”
 
   I moved over and felt around behind my back.  There was something that felt like a bowl, and in it was a plastic spoon.”
 
   “I’d rather you just let us go,” I said.  “We were just passin’ by, man.  We would’ve kept on going.”
 
   “You’re talking to the wrong guy,” he said.
 
   I turned around and put my hands through the hole in the cage.  He snipped the flex-cuffs off me.  I shook the numbness from my arms and rubbed my sore wrists.
 
   “Kneel down lower.”
 
   I did, and I felt him unlocking the strange headgear they’d put on us.  He lifted it off and I realized I still couldn’t see much, but at least I could turn my head and stretch my stiff neck.  The absence of the weight felt a hundred times better.
 
   The man walked away without another word.
 
   I sat down and picked up the bowl.  I smelled it, got no sense of what it was.  It was cold.  I dipped just the tip of my finger in and tapped it to my tongue.
 
   Oatmeal.  Nothing on it.  It just tasted like oatmeal.  I ate it.  It wasn’t good or bad; it just filled my stomach part of the way.
 
   The day passed.  Occasionally I heard crying.  After an unknown number of hours, the little panel in my cell opened.  “Come toward my voice and stick your hands through the opening,” a man’s voice said.
 
   I did, and felt metal cuffs being ratcheted onto my wrists.”
 
   “Dude,” I said.  “Why the cuffs?  I’m not a danger in here.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   I did.
 
   When the man was finished, he pushed me hard, and I staggered backward, stumbling all the way into the opposite wall.  I was already weaker than I realized.
 
   “Here’s water,” the man said.
 
   “Domenic!” I called.  “Kid, are you in here?”
 
   Heather’s voice followed.  “Domenic?  Are you there?  Nelson, do you know where he is?”
 
   She knew I didn’t.  It hurt like hell for her to even ask me.  Tears flooded to my eyes.  I didn’t know where he was and I didn’t know where I was.
 
   The man walked away without a word, and I heard the door on the other end of the room close.
 
   “I don’t know where Dom is, Heather,” I said.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.  I should have made you come with me to New Hampshire.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I was uncuffed a day or two later.  I don’t really know how many days passed while I sat there growing weaker and weaker.  Heather would only speak when I spoke to her, and she had become less responsive even then.
 
   Sam would sing sometimes, and I wasn’t sure but they sounded like church hymns.  Stuff about Jesus and the Lord.  I couldn’t sing, but I let his low, deep tone soothe my raw, exposed mind.
 
   I had bouts of cold chills, even in what must’ve been the July heat.  It was malnutrition, I knew.  Water only came once per day and it was less than half a plastic bottle.  We’d been given nothing to eat except the oatmeal since we’d arrived, but I’d way lost track of time.  I slept a lot.
 
   Right after our oatmeal – or grits – I couldn’t tell what it was anymore – arrived, Sam whispered, “Nel.”
 
   “Yeah, Sam?”
 
   “I got a screw backed out.”
 
   I was too tired to care.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “In the plywood.  One of the screws.  It’s out.”
 
   I closed my eyes.  “It’s gonna take a lot more than that, Sam.  I mean … thank you for trying man.  I just don’t know what good it’ll do.”
 
   “I’m using the edge of the head to undo more screws.”
 
   “Is it working?”
 
   “It is, Nel.”
 
   “And if you get all the screws out, what then?”
 
   “Exposed wallboard.  I can punch through it and use my size to barrel through the exterior wall.”
 
   “Do you know which wall leads outside?”
 
   “Hell no, Nelson.  I got a pretty good idea it’s either the wall opposite the door, or the one to the left as you come in.”
 
   “What if you’re wrong?”
 
   “Then I’ll just end up in one of the other cells,” he said.  “No steps forward, no steps back.”
 
   “Unless they kill you for trying to escape.”
 
   I heard Heather’s whimper.  I guessed my words had made her cry.  “Heather … I’m sorry.  I’m real sorry.”
 
   “We’re going to die in here,” she said.  “I want to die.”
 
   “We’re not gonna die, H,” I said.  
 
   Her soft sobs came, and I said, “Sam, do it.  Make sure you’ve got the right wall and get that plywood off there.  Can you break it once you do and make some sort of weapon?”
 
   “Maybe against this wall,” he said.  “Depends.  Maybe if I hit drywall I’ll find something inside the wall.  A dropped tool, something.”
 
   “Sounds like wishful thinking,” I said.
 
   “It’s all I got, man.”
 
   A door opened to my right and I shut up.  A man with a flashlight came in, shining it at my face.
 
   “Smells like shit in here,” he said.
 
   “Maybe that’s because there’s shit in our cells,” I said.  “Oatmeal shit.”
 
   “Get the fuck up.”
 
   I couldn’t see anything at all now – not with the light in my face.  The moment I was up he told me to turn around and stick my hands out of the hole where he’d insert my bowls of food.  I did, and he cuffed me.
 
   The door opened and he led me out.  “Heather needs to get out of here,” I said, once we were clear of the room and out of her earshot.
 
   “Abaddon will tell you what’s going to happen.”
 
   A door opened to bright sunlight.  A light, warm breeze blew, and it felt like I’d died and gone to heaven.  I couldn’t see a thing because my eyes had so adjusted to the dark.  They watered and would only open to slits.
 
   He pulled me along by my elbow, and before I knew it, I tripped over a threshold and was lead into another house.  This one wasn’t dark, and it was sparsely furnished.  It was warm, which meant there was no power, but the sunlight shone though the windows.
 
   “On the floor in the corner there,” he said.  
 
   Now that I had gotten some of my vision back, I looked at him.  He was thin and wore a dirty, yellow tee-shirt.  He was in cut-off jeans that fell below his knees, and Crocs shoes were on his feet.  
 
   If I’d have seen him on the street, I’d just have waved.  I’d never have put him as a trustee to Satan’s followers.
 
   “Don’t move,” he said, backing out of the room quickly and leaving.
 
   “Not sure where the hell I’d go,” I said aloud, scanning the room.   In the center of the desk in the middle of the room, I saw a book.  It was a thick volume that could’ve been a bible, but I had a funny feeling it wasn’t.
 
   Behind the desk was a reddish brown, high-backed, leather desk chair with tufted buttons.  
 
   A door opened and a figure backlighted by bright sunlight entered the room.  A strange figure.
 
   I stared at the horned shape, just a silhouette.  The horns curved almost like those of a ram.  
 
   “You wear that dumb fucking hat wherever you go?”
 
   The man emitted a low laugh and closed the door.  My eyes once again adjusted and I stared at him.  I wasn’t sure what I was seeing.
 
   There was no head covering.  No hat.  The horns appeared to come out of his head.
 
   “Surprised?” he asked.
 
   “Disturbed, dude.  Really disturbed.  Not only are you slowly killing us, you’re a freak.”
 
   Now his laugh boomed through the room, echoing off the empty, paneled walls.  It was then that it struck me that the desk and chair were all that was in the room.
 
   “Obesity is a sin,” he said.  “While you were thin upon your arrival,” he said, “Heather and Sam were not.  Nancy was perfect.”
 
   I stared at him.  “What do you mean?  Was perfect.”
 
   He ignored my question.  
 
   “My followers are unique,” he said.  “They, like you, have survived a transformation of humankind.  This means that all of you are either the chosen ones or you are to be part of our ceremonies.  There are but two choices.”
 
   “How did so many freaks survive?” I asked.  “The odds of that don’t seem very high compared to what we saw out there.”
 
   “Freaks?” the man asked, surprise in his voice.  “It is an entire world of freaks, as you call them.  I was well known in Spring Mills; you might even say I was reviled.  When the dead began to walk, survivors sought me out.  Yes, even the ones who said I was doomed to hell.”
 
   “Just a matter of time,” I said.  “If there’s a Hell, you’ve probably got a place waiting.”
 
   “It’s where I belong, so I welcome it,” he said, with a chuckle.  “Anyway, with regard to your former Nancy.  I wasn’t able to share it on our Facebook page, but I was able to film it.  Would you like to see?”
 
   I considered his proposal.  I in no way wanted to see what sick thing they had done to Nancy, but I owed it to Sam to be able to tell him where she was.
 
   “I’ll stop watching if it’s too sick,” I said.
 
   “It’s amazing,” he breathed, reaching up with both hands to stroke his horns.
 
   “I’m not impressed by your devil worship shit, so you can stop the show.  You’re just a sick dude who’d be in a mental institution if the world was normal.”
 
   “Oh, the world is normal,” said the man known as Abaddon.  “Finally, normal.”  He sat down cross-legged next to me and leaned against the wall.  I looked up at the horns protruding from his head and couldn’t figure out how they were attached.
 
   “Watch this,” he said.  The screen on the video camera lit up and showed Nancy lying on her back, the same clothing on that I had last seen her wearing.  Her eyes were open and she was clearly frightened.
 
   The table was in a room similar to what I imagined our cells to look like, only they were lit by really bright lights mounted on stands.   The camera pulled back and I saw Nancy was strapped to the table.
 
   The man beside me watched the screen, his eyes intense.  I looked up and studied his head again.  The hair fell over where the bases of the horns disappeared, so I couldn’t tell how they were attached.
 
   My eyes returned to the display, and the man on the screen approached Nancy with a set of the horns.  He placed them on a table beside her and lifted up a razor.
 
   It was a rechargeable electric type of shear, and he put it to her forehead and took a long swipe over her head.
 
   He was shaving her.  He continued until the remaining hair was just stubble.  Then he removed a blade and dry shaved the rest.
 
   With a marker, he stood in front of her.  She looked almost dead; her eyes were open but no expression adorned her face.  She was as much a zombie as the undead ones in the streets.
 
   The man drew two circles, touching each temple, then moving diagonally upward and toward the outside of her head on both sides.  He picked up the horns, positioned them there, over the circles, and turned them until they were similar to those of the freak called Abaddon, whose elbow now touched mine.
 
   I turned my face away.
 
   “Watch, Nelson,” he said.  “Or we can put yours on right now.”
 
   Shuddering sobs overtook me.  I forced myself to feel what Nancy felt as the man took a drill with a hole saw attached.  It was roughly the size of the circles he’d drawn.
 
   When his finger hit the trigger, my tears flooded down my face.  When he touched the spinning bit to her skin, her screams filled my mind.
 
   My hands flew up and I knocked the camera from the horned one’s hands.   Damn the consequences.  
 
   I would not watch such sadistic horrors being done to my friends.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I awoke in my cell.  I didn’t know where the hell I was at first.  It didn’t matter whether my eyes were open or closed, I saw and heard the same thing; Nancy’s screams as they were drilling into her head.
 
   I was tempted to just squeeze my eyes closed and insist that it was all a horrible nightmare, but they kept opening and I found myself listening for Nancy’s breathing, something to tell me she was still alive.
 
   “Nancy,” I said.
 
   No response.
 
   “Sam?  Are you there?”
 
   There was a long delay before I heard his tired voice.  “Yeah, Nel.  I’m down to one screw left.”
 
   “Sam, have you heard Nancy?”
 
   “She ain’t here, Nel,” he said.  “Not since they took her away.  Hope she’s alright.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say.  I knew he should know, but I didn’t want to tear his heart out.  I didn’t have it in me just then.
 
   “Why, Nel?” he asked, forcing my hand.
 
   “You know they took me out, right?” I asked.
 
   “I musta been sleepin’,” he said.  “I think I heard it when you got back in, but I just kept quiet.”
 
   “Sam?”
 
   “Yeah, Nel?”
 
   The tears rolled before the words left my lips.  I tried again before telling Sam what I knew.  “Nancy?  Are you here?”
 
   Again, no answer.
 
   “Nel, what’s goin’ on?  Did you see her?”
 
   “See who?” asked Heather.  Sleep lined her words and I realized she’d just woken up.
 
   “Hey, Heather,” I said.   “You doing okay?”
 
   “Okay would be an overstatement,” she said.  “I’m alive.  Starving and sore, but I’m alive.”
 
   I sat there, struggling whether now was the right time to tell them what had been done to our other traveling companion.
 
   Before I reached my decision, all of the lights in the rooms came on, blaring down on us, as loud as any siren to our eyes, attacking our ocular senses – yes, another Hemp word, to be sure.
 
   The voice of Abaddon – now familiar and grating to every nerve in my body – boomed through our previously dark chambers.  
 
   “Wake up, wake up,” he said.  “It’s four in the morning just in case you needed some time perspective.  I imagine it’s all the same to you, though we don’t typically feed you this early in the morning.”
 
   I wondered what Sam was feeling.  If Abaddon or his disciples went to go into his cell they would no doubt discover his handiwork.
 
   “She is here to accept your worship and your admiration,” he said.  “The woman before you is now a Goddess.  Empusa is her name!”
 
   I stood.  I did it because I had to know what Heather and Sam would see when they looked.  “It’s Nancy, guys,” I said.  “He’s … he’s done something to her.  Don’t look.  This freak just wants to break your spirit.”
 
   I moved toward the hole in the door.  My eyes were dominated by the glare of fluorescent bulbs, but soon enough they focused and I saw the side of Nancy’s head.
 
   She stood between Abaddon and another man.  Not the skinny guard, but a very large dude with powerful arms, twice the size of Sam’s.  The man held Nancy upright.
 
   “God, what the hell did you do to her?” asked Sam, his voice almost a whisper.
 
   “I have created Empusa!  In less than thirty days she will ensure the future of us all!”
 
   Nancy’s arms hung limp, her head down, the horns protruding from her head.  I couldn’t tell whether she was conscious or unconscious.  
 
   The man who called himself Abaddon reached down and grabbed one of her curved antlers and pulled her head back.
 
   “Nance,” said Sam.  “Nancy, are you there?”
 
   From the side I could barely see it, but her eyes opened.  She opened her mouth and croaked.  Nothing came out.
 
   “I’ve taken her tongue,” said Abaddon.  “It’s part of it.  You’ll see.”
 
   “Nancy,” whispered Heather.  Then:  “You fucking monster!  You goddamned monster!   You bastard!  Where’s Domenic?”
 
   “You shall see him again, my dear.  I can’t say you’ll be happy about it, but you shall.”
 
   “Why are you doing this to us?” she shouted.  “How does someone become so cruel!”
 
   “Heather, stop it!” I shouted.
 
   “Good, Nelson,” said Abaddon.  “You are learning.  It is only a  matter of time for you all.  There is no reason to make it more difficult.  Heather, you could learn a thing or two from Nelson.”
 
   “Heather,” I said.  Nothing else.  She was quiet.
 
   “I have told you that she is now Empusa, and if you use her former name again I will cut out your tongues as well.  You will all attend the ceremony.  Meanwhile, I must not allow Empusa to remain in here with you, for you will attempt to taint her purity.”
 
   “What the hell are you waitin’ for,” said Sam.  “You’re a coward, harming women.  Why don’t you stand in front of me and fight like a man?  I know the answer, you piece of shit.  I’d kill you in a one-on-one and you know it.”
 
   “I am aware that all men were indeed not created equal,” said Abaddon, his voice calm.  “Therefore, I too, respect power and strength.  I also believe in equalizers.”
 
   He released Nancy’s horn and her head dropped again.  They spun her around and muscled her to the door.
 
   I craned my neck to see, and just as they reached the door and the man pulled it open, Nancy’s head bolted up and she turned her head to look back.  
 
   Her eyes pleaded.  No words were necessary.
 
   Save me.  Kill me.  Free me from this torture.
 
   The door closed and the lights once again extinguished.  
 
   I heard Sam crying.  Heather sobbed, too.
 
   I was dry.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I don’t know how many days passed.  I counted the bowls of oatmeal that came twice per day – at least I thought they did.
 
   I had no idea what the increment was, but every so often they would herd us into different cages and clean the feces and urine out of ours.
 
   A bucket was put into our cells occasionally.  The water didn’t seem exactly fresh, but it was wet and they included a sponge.  I used it fast because they only left it with us for maybe five minutes at a time.
 
   Over what had to have been months, I was sure I had begun to look like a skeleton, and my body was encrusted with caked dirt, shit and anything else I either encountered or generated.  
 
   Even when I could clean up, it was hasty and inadequate.  I was glad I couldn’t smell myself.
 
   I don’t know when it happened.  It might have been two or three weeks after Abaddon brought Nancy in to show off his handiwork; it might have been two months.
 
   One evening we were all cuffed and led from our cages.   Black bags were pulled down over our heads and we were led outside.
 
   I was surprised to find there was a chill in the air.  I wondered if it was October, maybe November.  My mind went back to when it all went bad.
 
   Those seemed like the good old days.  June of 2011.  I was terrified, but I was free.  Now I had a full time sense of dread with no reprieve.
 
   I felt grass beneath my feet.  I was shoved down to a seated position on some kind of hard bench, and I felt heat against my face and sensed a brightness beyond the bag over my head.
 
   Suddenly the bag was torn away and I turned to see that I was seated on a long, wooden bench, alongside Heather, Sam and the now horned Nancy.  She was on the end, staring straight ahead, the reflection of the flames licking in her eyes.
 
   I felt a presence behind us and turned to see what must have been sixty men and women, all in stage face paint, staring toward the fire, as though anticipating something.
 
   What looked like a gurney used by dudes who drive ambulances, stood in front of the fire.  A sheet covered something on that rolling bed.  A white sheet.  Whatever it was beneath it occasionally twitched and kicked.
 
   Abaddon made his appearance.  He wasn’t so casually dressed as when I had last encountered him; this time he wore tricked out duds, a jeweled, dark satin-looking cape with a hood that had somehow been modified to accommodate his ram horns.
 
   He carried a staff of some kind.  I saw that it had a skull on top – it had to be a real one; they weren’t in short supply or anything – and the base was black.
 
   “What is this crazy fucker doing?” asked Sam.   “Nancy, you okay girl?” he asked.
 
   I turned to see her look at him.  Her head slowly moved up and down.  We could not know what she knew.  I hated the feeling that I was going to find out in a few moments.
 
   Abaddon spoke.  “Welcome my flock!  Tonight is a special night!  Tonight we solidify our future as the masters of mayhem!  We will be the guides for humanity as they experience Hell on Earth!”
 
   The crowd roared behind us.  I shivered, suddenly cold, despite the enormous bonfire that burned just yards away.
 
   He held out his hand.  “Come, Empusa.  It is time.”
 
   Nancy stood immediately. 
 
   “Nance,” urged Sam.  “Don’t.  Please.”
 
   She didn’t acknowledge him.  She walked slowly and deliberately toward the horned man.
 
   She stopped, standing before him.  He spread his arms and her hands reached up, doing something with the front of his cape.
 
   He turned his head toward me and smiled; I hated him.  I wanted to reach over and take Heather’s hand to squeeze it in mine and make a silent promise that I would never let the same thing happen to her, but the handcuffs keeping my arms behind my back prevented it.  Instead, I said, “Heather, don’t worry.  Never.”
 
   She looked at me.  Her eyes seemed appreciative, but I knew she couldn’t really believe I could stop anything.  Look where we were.
 
   Before us, Nancy reached up and lifted the hood over Abaddon’s horns.  It fell behind him as she pulled the top of his robe open.
 
   It slid down his body, bunching at his feet.  She took his hands and stepped backward as he stepped out of it.
 
   He was nude.  She lowered her arms and he reached out to undo the top of what looked like a white, full-length silk nightgown.  He pulled it apart and it too, fell to the grass.  He reached out and cupped her breasts, then with his right hand, twisted her left breast hard before releasing it.
 
   She did not respond.  I couldn’t imagine the torture and pain she had undergone to be where she was.
 
   He pointed to the ground.  She got on her hands and knees, easing herself to the grass.  She lay on her back and spread her legs.  Abaddon knelt beside her.
 
   He stroked himself for a few moments and positioned himself between her legs.  
 
   I closed my eyes.  He wailed and screamed as he accosted her, his voice maniacal and mad.  I opened my eyes in time to see him arch his back and give a sadistic scream.
 
   The crowd again cheered.  
 
   “My God, my God,” said Sam. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Sam,” I said.
 
   Heather cried between us.  I know she saw the writing on the wall.  I was surprised they’d left her alone for this long.  She was a beautiful girl, even after months of this torture.
 
   Abaddon stood and reached for Nancy’s hand.  She took his and he pulled her from the ground.
 
   He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her toward the gurney.  She remained there while he walked to the table and pulled off the sheet.
 
   A nude rotter in late stages of decomposition was there, lying on his back.  His arms were strapped, but his feet were free to move, the last strap just below the knees.  His head could turn from side to side as well.
 
   Abaddon reached down near his crotch and did something.   The penis of the zombie came erect.  Impossible.  It was there, and it now stood upright.  
 
   “Oh, God,” said Sam, his tears flowing again.
 
   Heather was now sobbing.  
 
   I was beyond any emotion.  When Abaddon went to Nancy and pulled her toward the table, she simply followed.
 
   “She will now provide the ultimate sacrifice,” said Abaddon.  “In the name of Satan and all that is evil, she will perform acts of pleasure and the ultimate pain.  It is for us all.”
 
   As I watched, Nancy climbed up on top of the supine zombie and lowered herself down atop him, guiding his rotted manhood inside her.  She sat there motionless until her master gave her the command.
 
   “Give him his last pleasures,” said Abaddon.
 
   Nancy – now the demon Empusa – slowly rocked back and forth atop the snarling zombie.  After a minute of this, She turned her head toward us, and I swore she stared at me, Sam and Heather.
 
   Seconds later, she nodded.   Barely perceptible.
 
   She leaned forward and put her neck to the mouth of the gnashing monster.  In the light of the bonfire, I saw blood spurt from her neck as the creature drank and ate of her blood and flesh.
 
   “No!” shouted Abaddon, charging for the gurney and yanking her off of him.  A long, tendril stretched from her neck to the feeding creature’s mouth as she fell to the ground.
 
   Abaddon then stood there, his hands balled into fists, staring down at his once-Goddess.  She stopped moving.
 
   “Quickly!” he screamed, and two of his followers rose from their seats.  “Connect her to the fire brace, now.”
 
   The men moved toward her body and dragged her toward the huge fire.  They picked up a chain from the ground.  At the end of the chain was a hinged, curved piece of steel.
 
   One of the disguised men lifted Nancy’s body while the other placed the large steel device around her and clamped it.  They then rested her back on the ground and returned to their seats.
 
   “She defied me!” he said.  “She was my chosen one and she has forsaken me!  She shall become what she feared and she shall burn in the glorious fires of Hell!”
 
   I don’t know how much time passed before I saw Nancy’s head twitch.  Then her hands, then her feet.  
 
   She sat up, her mouth hanging open.  Her horns were silhouetted by the firelight.  When she scrambled to her feet, she was just a stranger version of what I had become used to – only she was a friend.
 
   “Incinerate her!” shouted Abaddon.
 
   A man I hadn’t seen before on the back side of the bonfire began turning a crank.  This rotated a large barrel around which the chain running through the fire was wound.
 
   After six or seven rotations, the chain grew taut and jerked Nancy backward a foot.    Once the slack was out of the chain, the man stopped and looked at Abaddon.
 
   “She was to have been my mate,” said the demon-man.  “My partner as we danced through this destroyed world, now so beautiful.  Instead, she shall be another sacrifice to the great Lord Satan!” 
 
   “She’d rather be dead!” shouted Sam, his body shaking.  “Dead, rather than be touched by you or forced to do terrible things to herself and others!”
 
   “Pull!” shouted Abaddon.  “Now!”
 
   The man cranked the barrel and Nancy was jerked backward, closer and closer to the fire.
 
   “Faster!” said the demon.  “Faster!”
 
   With everything he had, the man turned the crank.  The creature, snarling and nude, her horns intact, slammed into the fire.  Chunks of burning wood and embers fell onto her bare skin and she was cranked deeper and deeper into the raging pyre.
 
   Soon she was just gone.
 
   “I’m gonna kill him,” growled Sam.  “That last screw is almost out and I’m gonna kill that bastard.”
 
   I don’t really remember much after that.  The hoods were put back on us.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I don’t remember how many days have passed since Nancy was killed.  I only know that Sam hasn’t gotten us out yet and he didn’t kill Abaddon.
 
   I don’t know what’s going on there, but I do know he has to put the other screws back in and leave them loose so they won’t be discovered when they clean our cages.
 
   I’ll try to be patient.  I have nothing but time.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maybe another couple of months passed.  During that time they’d taken Sam out of the end cell where he’d been doing all the work on the plywood screws and stuck him in Nancy’s old cell.  We didn’t know why, but we pretty much lost the last bit of our hope then.
 
   Our food changed a bit in the ensuing months; every few days we’d get peanut butter along with our oatmeal.  Just a scoop of it on the plate.  Each time it was like I’d been given a full Thanksgiving dinner.  I savored every bit of it on my tongue.  
 
   At the same time, it made me wonder what we now looked like that they figured they’d better give us something more than oatmeal.  I don’t think I’d seen Sam or Heather since that horrible night by the fire.
 
   What I believe was two days ago – I really have zero concept of time anymore – the men came back into our cell area.  They turned the light on, opened the door, went straight to Heather’s cell, and took her.   No talk.  We screamed and Heather screamed.
 
   Her cries faded as they closed the door and pulled her from the building.  I missed them.  Her cries, I mean.
 
   They told me that my friend’s little sister was still alive.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I gotta find a weakness in here,” whispered Sam.  His was now the cage beside mine, so I could hear him without the need for him to raise his voice as much as before.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I need a reason for them to move me back into my other cell.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Like … I don’t know.”
 
   “Can’t you just work on those screws?” I asked.
 
   “Nah.  They’re all recessed too far.  Whoever put these screws in here countersunk ‘em too far in for me to get to the heads.”
 
   “Shit,” I said.  “Any ideas?”
 
   “Somethin’s workin’ in my head,” he said.
 
   Later that day, two more people were led into the cages.  I pressed my face against the metal grid to see where they put them, and I was relieved to see that neither of them were put in Sam’s cell.   It was at the end, and they were put into Heather’s cell and another one on the side.
 
   We tried to talk to the new captives; one was a man who looked like he was in his sixties.  Gray hair, short-sleeved button down shirt and tattered khaki pants.
 
   The other was a woman around his age.  She was practically dragged in.  I didn’t give her very long.  Her spirit was thrashed; I know that when the will to live is gone, our bodies follow our spirits.
 
   I can’t tell you what kept me going.  I refused to give up as long as Heather was alive.  Had it just been me in there, I can’t say I’d have made it.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was feeding time.   The lights went on and both of the new cell occupants whimpered, their fears most likely that they were to be beaten or abused in some way.  Of course, I understood their fears; the anticipation of the unknown can sometimes be more frightening than the reality.
 
   Not in this case.  I honestly did not believe their minds could come up with anything as sadistic and mad as the truth of the horror we all faced.
 
   The food was brought in and I received my tray.  The trustee moved further down and I heard a grunt and the sound of dishes hitting the floor and something very heavy slamming into one of the cells.  
 
   The room shook.
 
   “You son of a bitch!” shouted the man.
 
   “Come by here one more time, you bitch, and I’ll lay you out again.”
 
   “Sam!” I said.  “Man, just relax.”
 
   “I ain’t relaxin’!” he shouted.  “Where’s Heather at?   You get her back in here or I’ll go at you every time you walk by my cell!”
 
   “The hell you will!” said the man.  I had my eye to the hole and saw him getting back up.
 
   “We’ll be back to deal with you.  You’re as good as dead.”
 
   “Fuck you,” said Sam.
 
   “Sam,” I said.  “Don’t mess with them.”
 
   They left.  I was the only one who got food.  I ate it.
 
   Not very much after that, two men came into the block.  I heard them order Sam to put his wrists out the hole and I heard the cuffs going on him.
 
   The cage door opened and a moment later, I heard the sound again.  The cage slammed again.  “You’ll be missing your next four meals, you big, dumb fuck,” said one man whose voice I recognized as the one Sam had laid out.
 
   “You come near my cell and I’ll do the same thing,” said Sam.
 
   “Your time approaches with the next full moon,” the man said.  “For all of you.   Empusa is dead.  Lamia is born.”
 
   Lamia.  It was a name as foreign to me as Empusa had been.  I hoped they had not been talking about Heather, but I hadn’t seen her in days.  She could be undergoing a transformation.
 
   They left.  
 
   “Nel,” called Sam.
 
   “You okay?” 
 
   “Better.  I’m back in my cell.  I already have two screws out.”
 
   I closed my eyes and called on all the powers of the universe and all the powers beyond what we as humans are capable of conceiving.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I think I told you that Sam was a large man.  His punch to the trustee’s face was clearly of a nature that the guard did not intend to suffer it again.
 
   Hence, moving Sam.  
 
   “It’s out, Nel,” he said.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “The last screw.  I have the plywood off.”
 
   “What’s underneath?”
 
   “Just drywall, my friend.”
 
   “Wow.  What’s next?”
 
   “Gotta punch through and see what’s goin’ on after it.  I think there was stucco on the outside if I remember.  If so, I’ll get through it.”
 
   “Once you start we’re committed, man,” I said.  “How do you feel?”
 
   “Right now?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   “Strong.  Adrenaline’s pumpin’.  
 
   “Sam?”
 
   “Yeah, Nel.”
 
   “Is this it?”
 
   “One way or the other, friend.”
 
   I nodded in the dark.  If we failed we were dead.  There wasn’t much doubt about that.
 
   I felt, rather than heard, a low impact, then another.  I put my hand on the plywood and I could feel each time Sam hit the wall.  I imagined he used his massive shoulder to ram it.
 
   “Got it,” he said.
 
   “What are you doing in there?” came a man’s voice.
 
   “Sir?” I said.
 
   “Yes,” he answered.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Dale.”
 
   “Dale, we’ve been here a long time.  So long we don’t even know how long.  Do you know what month it is?”
 
   “It’s April,” he said.  “2012.”
 
   I was stunned.  I tried to wrap my head around it.  Had we really been there that long?  
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure.  My watch kept working.  Why?”
 
   “I don’t have any idea why that freak kept us alive as long as he has,” I said.  “We’ve been here for around a year.  If you want out of here and you want the best shot at getting away from these sadistic bastards, you need to be quiet and let Sam do what he needs to do.  If he can’t do it, you won’t get the blame.  You can make the call whether or not to join us when he escapes and comes in here to get me out.”
 
   “Won’t they kill you if you’re caught?” asked Dale.
 
   I didn’t answer right away.
 
   “Well?” he asked.
 
   “Most likely, yeah,” I said.  “You don’t have to decide now.  If you need to talk about it with your lady, I get it.”
 
   “That’s my sister,” he said.  “Alyssa.”
 
   “Dale?” she said, her voice low and scared.  It was the first thing I had ever heard her say.  It was also the first time either of them had responded to my attempts to talk to them.
 
   “Yeah, Ally?” he asked.  “You okay?”
 
   “I want out of here,” he said.  “I want out of here so bad, Dale.”  Her words collapsed into tears.
 
   “You guys do what you have to,” said Dale.  “We’ll come with if you’ll take us.”
 
   “If I’m caught before I get you out, I’ll swear you two had nothin’ to do with it,” said Sam.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The low thumping continued and finally I heard what sounded like crumbling rock.
 
   “Sam?” I asked.
 
   “It’s nighttime,” he said, relief in his voice.  “Nel, it’s dark out.”
 
   “Can you tell how late it is?” I asked.
 
   “Judgin’ from what moon shadows I can see, it’s high in the sky,” he said.  “Might be close to midnight.”
 
   That meant we had hours of darkness ahead to escape.
 
   “What’s next?” I asked.
 
   “It’s wood frame.  I can kick out the thin layer of mesh and stucco and slide between the studs.  I’m gonna be outta here in less than fifteen minutes, Nel.”
 
   “Sam, when you get out you gotta come back here and get us first.”
 
   “I know.  Then we’ll find Heather and see if we can’t get her out without wakin’ everyone up.”
 
   “A weapon search first,” I said.  “Preferably knives, or something quiet.  I’d give a hundred bucks for that pitchfork right about now.”
 
   “One bridge at a time, Nel,” said Sam.  “Let me see how far I get.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I’m goin’,” said Sam.
 
   My heart tripled in speed.  “Sam,” I said.
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Remember, try to find weapons before you come back in here, ‘cause we’re probably gonna need ‘em.   You’re going to need the keys to these locks, too.”
 
   “I’ll be careful.  You be ready.”
 
   In the pitch black I had no idea how long Sam was gone before I heard the door softly open.
 
   I sank to the back of my cell.  I prayed it wasn’t guards who had arrived.
 
   “Nel?” asked Sam.
 
   I felt every ounce of tension leave my body.  I almost pooped my pants I was so relieved. If I’d have had anything in me, I probably would’ve.
 
   “Sam!” I said.  “What happened?”
 
   “I strangled a guard,” he said, breathing hard.  “He was sittin’ in a chair just inside the front door.  Had a glow stick on him.  Might as well have been highlighted like words on a page.”
 
   “Did you find Heather?” 
 
   “No, Nel.  I got a surprise, though.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I found our stuff.”
 
   “What stuff?”
 
   “Our bags, the stuff that was in our car.  Not the food, but everything else.”
 
   “Where was it?”
 
   “Under a couple other duffel bags in the front room of this house.  In the far corner there’s a pile of people’s belongings.”
 
   “Wonder why they didn’t go through it?” I asked.
 
   “Our shit was buried near the bottom, so I guess they haven’t gone through any of it.  They don’t seem to be lackin’ anything here,” he said.  “Except a little hospitality.  Maybe there was nothin’ they needed.”
 
   I was about to ask if he’d gotten keys when I heard him insert one into the lock.  It rattled.  “Shit,” he said.
 
   “Wrong one?”
 
   “Yeah, there are like ten keys here.”
 
   Rattle.  Click.  I knew the sound and pushed the cell door open.   I felt something pressed into my hands.
 
   “My throwing stars,” I breathed.  “Sam, thank you.”
 
   “Here,” he said.  I could not see him in the pitch blackness of the room, but I felt the familiar handle of my machete pushed into my hand.
 
   “Whoa,” I said.  “What else?”
 
   He handed me a duffle bag.  “Dude.”
 
   “Yeah, brother.  It’s your weed.”
 
   “No shit,” I said.  I reached into the bag and tore through the package, my fingers falling on the tight buds.  I pinched one in half and pulled it out.  
 
   It went right in my mouth.   I knew it would take longer to take effect, but I already felt more focused, just from the smell.
 
   “You comin’ or not?” Sam asked.
 
   “Yes,” said Dale.  “Ally?”
 
   “Please,” she whimpered.  “Take us out of here.”
 
   “You both might have to fight your way out,” said Sam.  “I found a couple more knives in the bags.  That’s all you get.  Guns go off, we’re caught.”
 
   “I can’t stab anyone,” she said.
 
   “If it’s you or them, you can,” I said.  “Ally, you can.”
 
   “I can’t,” she cried.
 
   “Then you’ll die,” said Sam.  “Sorry, but there ain’t any more options.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   The dead guard’s body was undisturbed.  I could see the glow stick in his pocket, where Sam said he had stuffed it to allow our movement through the house to be as covert as possible.
 
   “You think Heather’s here?” I whispered.
 
   We had insisted Dale and Alyssa hit the grass and keep on running.  They didn’t have anyone but themselves to save, and we didn’t need them slowing us down or even getting us caught.
 
   They left through the hole in Sam’s cell wall.  We watched them until they became darker shadows against a distant horizon, and finally disappeared altogether.
 
   “I didn’t look for her, Nel,” said Sam.  “I came for you guys first.”
 
   “Okay.  What’s off to the left?”
 
   “More rooms.  Staircase leadin’ upstairs.”
 
   “I remember that,” said Nel.  “I think the dude with the horns came from up there.  Maybe his room is up there, but I wanna find Heather first.”
 
   We moved around the dark hallways.  It didn’t take long to find the room where Abaddon’s desk was located.  I recalled watching the movie showing Nancy’s transformation in that room, from who she was to the demon Goddess Empusa.
 
   What had the man said?   There was a new Goddess?  Her name was Lamia.  That was it.
 
   Lamia.  Heather.
 
   At the end of the desk room, we found a long hallway.  It led past a staircase where we found another door.
 
   I looked at Sam.  “Should we?”
 
   “Heather could be in there,” he whispered.
 
   “Yeah.”  I opened the door slowly.  Instantly, growls, snarls and snapping broke the silence within.  This room apparently had a window at the rear, for the moonlight shone in and illuminated the cages on both sides of the room.
 
   Each was packed full of rotters.  I turned to look at Sam.  “Dude.  Are these more of his ceremonial rapists?”
 
   I was sorry the moment I said it.  Sam had watched his friend do the bidding of a madman before taking her own life.  “Maybe we can think of a way to turn this on that jerkoff,” I said.
 
   “Maybe,” said Sam, pushing past me.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   He didn’t answer.  He walked inside and sorted through the keys in his hands.  These cages were designed differently than ours; they had diamond mesh from wall to wall, floor to ceiling, with no food delivery holes.  It made sense; these prisoners didn’t eat.
 
   Sam put a key in, tried it, and pulled it back out.  On the other side of the cage the bodies snarled and pressed against the cages, trying to get at him.  It took me a few moments to realize that all of these dead people were completely without any remnants of clothing.
 
   The male in the front was so deteriorated that his left ribcage was completely exposed.  The freaks behind him had pressed him so hard into the mesh that what meager skin remained on his face was pushing through the mesh, squeezing through like potatoes through a masher.  With the puree came the now familiar smell of rot and decay.
 
   A click.  Sam pulled on the cage door briefly, then pushed it again until it latched.
 
   “This is it,” he said, holding up the key.  Then:  “Hold on.”
 
   He moved to another cage and tried the same key.  It was that group’s turn to rush the cage wall.
 
   Click.
 
   “Let’s go find Heather,” he said, dropping a large bag he had slung over his shoulder and catching the strap with his beefy hand.  “I got her bag here.  That’s how sure I am, Nel.”
 
   I nodded in the semi-darkness.  “Let’s go, bro.”  The weed had kicked in and I fingered the throwing star in my hand.  I visualized it flying from my fingers and finding its mark while I reached for yet another to take out anyone who tried to stop us.
 
   I wasn’t the kid sleeping in a tree in Central Park anymore.  I was scared and pissed, and when I was both of those things, I was barely recognizable as Nelson Moore.  I was closer to Roger Moore … when he was Bond.  James Bond.
 
   I only shared that with you because I remembered it went through my head while I was standing there staring at Sam.  My confidence was high – and so was I.
 
   Sam took the key and put it on the floor near the base of the rear cage on the left.  
 
   I looked at him.  “Why you doing that?”
 
   “I don’t’ wanna have to hunt for it.  We might need these guys.”
 
   I wasn’t sure I got it, but before I could ask, Sam nudged me out the door and pointed up the stairs.  I nodded.
 
   He moved up first, so quiet for a man of his size.  I still had a throwing star in my right hand and the machete in my left.  I was prepared for close or distant combat.  Subdudo would be turned into something more lethal for the moment, depending on who was on the receiving end.
 
   “Hold on,” I said.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “I need something.  You might have eyes like a bat, but I don’t.”
 
   “Bats use sonar,” he said.  “What’s up?”
 
   “Just hold on a sec.”
 
   I moved quietly back toward the entrance and worked my way back to the guard with the glowing pocket.  I leaned over him to reach inside and get the glow stick.
 
   In a flash, he snarled and growled.  At the same moment, his legs and arms twitched and jerked.  Startled, I fell backward, my hand clutching the glow stick.  The machete dropped to the floor as I toppled backward in surprise.  The long, razor sharp points of the throwing star punched through my skin and I swore I felt them hit bone before they stopped.
 
   I bit my lip to keep from crying out.  Now the beast of a dead guard was up on his knees, primal growls coming from his gaping mouth.  The machete was just out of my reach and he had pinned my legs beneath him so I couldn’t stretch to reach it.
 
   Instinctively, I waggled the green glow stick back and forth in front of his face, then threw it off to the right.  His head jerked over to follow the bouncing green light, and I rolled hard to my left, toppling him.  I stretched my arm out and curled my fingers around the handle of the machete.
 
   As he scrambled back to his feet I swung the machete with all my might, the blood leaking from my hand making it tough to hold onto.  I managed to get a good swipe with it though, and the blade sliced cleanly through the right side of his neck and kept going.
 
   As it blew out of the left side, his head balanced there for a moment before toppling from his neck to the floor with a thump.
 
   The squishy impact was like a bass drum in my ears.  I hurried to where the glow stick lay and got up.  I kicked his feet out of the way and pulled the door closed, quickly turning the locks.
 
   Not looking back, I ran to the stairs, my hand dripping and my lungs burning.
 
   “What the hell was that?” asked Sam.  “Nel, I don’t hear anything from upstairs, but I almost turned and hightailed it, man.  That was loud.”
 
   “You didn’t stab the guard in the head,” I said.  “I just had to fight the dude.”
 
   “Jesus, Nel,” he said.  “I’m sorry.  I was so focused on killin’ him that I forgot about the other life they got … after.”
 
   “Lead the way, bro,” I said.  “I want to get Heather and get out of here.”
 
   He led.  I followed, my heart pounding in my ears.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We stepped slowly up the stairs.  We reached the top landing and found there were no other guards in the short hallway.  There was a small open area, then one door on the left side and two on the right.
 
   I held up the glow stick and saw a small bathroom to the left.  In the glow of the green light, I saw a shower and sink and a toilet.  I longed for the time when I used those things on a regular basis.  
 
   I tried to shake off a sense of loss then; not just for the comforts that we once took for granted, but for an entire world of lost souls, some living, like Abaddon, and some dead, like the creatures that walked the earth and all those they had killed and eaten.
 
   My resolve tripled then.  I pointed to the closed door on the right.  “There,” I said.   “Gotta be.”
 
   “Ease in or barrel?” asked Sam.
 
   “Barreling might be good.   Element of surprise.”
 
   Sam pulled a pistol from his waistband and I heard him release the mag.  “They left our guns in our bag, too,” he whispered.  “Full mag.  Let’s go.”
 
   Before I could confirm, he reached out, turned the knob and slammed into the door, running inside.  I heard gunfire immediately, and realized Sam was firing.
 
   I had the glow stick and held it high, staying near what I thought was the back wall.  The room lit up with each explosion of Sam’s gun.  I figured we had to be waking the neighborhood.
 
   “Heather!   Get up and come with us!  Now!” said Sam.
 
   “Heather, are you here?” I asked, my star ready.   My eyes adjusted and I saw the figures in the bed, one sitting up and the other lying there, entirely covered with the sheets.
 
   “Don’t fuckin’ move you goddamned maniac,” said Sam.
 
   “They’ll be here soon,” said Abaddon, his gravelly voice breaking the post-gunfire silence.   A light went on beside the bed and the horned man stared at us, shirtless, a black sheet covering him from the waist down.  He was smiling.
 
   Sam moved forward, his gun pointed directly at the man’s face.  “Check on Heather,” he said.
 
   I moved to the other side of the bed quickly.  I sat beside the figure and said, “Heather, you have to come with us.  It won’t be long before others get here with that noise.”
 
   Her soft cries came then.  I knew the sound of Heather’s crying, but looking at the shape beneath the sheets, it was wrong somehow.
 
   I reached up to take the sheet and slide it down.  A hand came up and held it.  “No, Nelson!  No!” she cried.
 
   “Heather,” 
 
   “She is Lamia,” said Abaddon beside her.  “There is no longer a Heather.”
 
   “You don’t get to name her,” I said, my voice wavering.  “And you don’t get to own her.”
 
   “She is Satan’s now,” he said.  “I am but a shepherd.”
 
   I pulled the sheet down fast.  In the soft glow of the battery-powered table lamp, I saw the two horns now implanted into Heather’s head; these were not ram’s horns like those of Abaddon and Nancy.  Instead, these horns protruded from the sides of her head, just forward of her ears.  
 
   They curved down and pointed straight ahead.  Heather threw her hands over her face and cried.
 
   I reached down, a surge of adrenaline rocking my entire body.  I scooped her into my arms and stood, running toward the door.    “Sam, come on!   Let’s get the hell out of here before they come for us!” 
 
   I ran out the door and hit the stairs.  Heather was as light as a feather in my arms, and as my hands felt her nude body, I realized why; she was so thin I could feel each rib with my fingers.
 
   I was three quarters of the way down before I felt Sam’s feet vibrating on the steps behind me.  But there were more footsteps behind me than just his.  
 
   I reached the bottom just as the pounding came on the front door.   I had locked it with all three deadbolts before joining Sam earlier.
 
   “Go!  Into the cage room!” shouted Sam.
 
   “Where the zombies are?” I asked.
 
   “No!  No!” shouted Heather.
 
   “Sorry Heather, but it’s our way out!” said Sam.
 
   I ran for the door and opened it. 
 
   “To the back!” he shouted behind me.
 
   “You’re all about to die!” shouted Abaddon, laughing.
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” said Sam.   “Shut your fuckin’ mouth you piece of shit!  Where’s Domenic?” 
 
   “Ah, the boy!”  He smiled.  “He’s here, in this very room!  Look around and you will find him!”
 
   Heather broke down into tears as I held her feather-light body in my arms.  I turned to see Sam, his body depleted over the months we’d been held captive, but still substantial, and easily towering over the sick bastard who called himself Abaddon.
 
   Sam had him by one horn and jerked his head back and forth with each word.  “You better be ready to meet your real maker, you son of a bitch!” shouted Sam, reaching out to slam the door closed behind us.
 
   We were now closed inside the zombie room.  The creatures went wild on both sides of us.   
 
   “Nelson?” came Heather’s voice.
 
   I looked at her face, lit in the beams of moonlight streaming through the window.  “Heather?  My God, Heather, are you okay?”
 
   “Kill me, Nel.  Please, kill me.”
 
   “Shut up!” I said.  “Sam, what are we doing?”
 
   “They’re outside, man.  Give me a second to think!”
 
   Abaddon shouted, “And they will find us and kill you!”  He turned and said, “Ah, here’s little Domenic now.  Such a handsome boy.”
 
   I turned to look.  The figure stood among the reaching, clawing zombies, scratching at the metal mesh, his little arms as bare as the rest of his body.  He was emaciated, and his eyes only held the slightest pink hue, as did all the rest of the undead captives.  
 
   None of them pumped out the pink mist that we’d seen.
 
   I stared at the boy for a moment.  I balled my fist and turned, punching Abaddon in the face as hard as I could.  He staggered into Sam and bounced off the wall of cages before steadying himself.
 
   “He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” he said, wiping the blood from his lip.
 
   Sam tucked his gun away and reached up, taking the deformed freak by both horns.  As I watched in amazement, he twisted the horns, turning Abaddon’s head sideways.  “One more fuckin’ word and I rip these out of your head.”
 
   “You’ll be dead in a few moments,” he whispered.  “Nothing matters.  It is as it was meant to be.  All of it.”
 
   A crash came from outside and footsteps filled the outer room.   I heard what I believed to be several people running up the staircase.
 
   “Nelson, look out the window.  Tell me when it’s clear.”
 
   “Can I put you down Heather?” I asked.
 
   She nodded.
 
   I eased her to the floor and she collapsed.  
 
   “They turned Domenic and I’m a horrible freak,” she said, lowering her head to the ground.
 
   “Hold your head high,” said Abaddon.  “You’re a goddess, Lamia.”
 
   Sam’s hand moved from his horn to his neck.  He pulled the man to where the key lay on the floor and bent to get it, pulling the pseudo-demon down with him.  He stood back upright.  
 
   “Which one?” asked Sam, tears streaming down his face.
 
   “Which what?” 
 
   “Which cage do you want to be put into?” asked Sam.
 
   “It’s clear outside as far as I can tell, Sam,” I said.   “It sounds like they’re coming back down.”
 
   “In here!  In here!” shouted Abaddon.
 
   Sam reached over and turned the dead bolt on the door.   He dragged the demon-man to the cage containing little Dom.  With the key in his hand, he unlocked it.  “One sec before I put you in there,” said Sam.   
 
   He passed me the key.  I took it.  He reached up and with one powerful, twist, one arm working against the other, he ripped the right horn from Abaddon’s head.  It did not snap, rather it split the flesh from his scalp, tearing it away in meaty strips.
 
   “Aaaaghhhh!” cried Abaddon, his face contorted.   “Jesus!” 
 
   “Jesus?” shouted Sam, his voice erupting into a maniacal laugh.  “Jesus?   Did you really just say that?”
 
   Abaddon was in agony, his bound hands fighting the twisted tee-shirt Sam had used to secure him before forcing him down the stairs.
 
   “In here is where you’ll meet Jesus!” said Sam, pulling the cage open and shoving the bleeding, one-horned man inside.  He pushed against the nude ghouls, who fell on him like piranhas in a feeding frenzy.  “And I hope he turns you around and sends you on your way to Hell.”
 
   His screams were muffled almost immediately by the sounds of chewing, snarling and ripping flesh.   Even in the semi-dark I could see the dead boy who was once called Domenic atop him; I watched as the deep, red blood washed across the floor beneath the frenzied pile of living dead humanity.
 
   “Break that window!” shouted Sam.   “And get through it!  Now, Nel!”
 
   I took my machete and smashed the window with it.   Hammering away as much broken glass as I could, I lifted Heather and eased her through.  Then I followed.
 
   Two of Abaddon’s men rushed us from the side of the building.  “Drop!” I shouted, and Heather did.  “Down, Sam!” I said.  He was still just inside the house, ready to come through the window.
 
   I didn’t get a chance to see if Sam had followed my instructions, much less heard them, when gunfire erupted, whizzing over our heads and peppering the outside of the house.
 
   The advancing figures were well-lit in the moonlight.  Even with my punctured hand, I gripped the star, rolled onto my left side amidst shattered glass fragments, and flung it at the advancing figure.  My aim was dead on.  A neck shot.
 
   The front man stopped, gurgled, teetered and collapsed.  
 
   I reached down to my belt and pulled out another star.  My fingers were slippery from blood and I couldn’t get a grip.  I quickly wiped my fingers on my filthy shirt and plucked out the star.  When I looked up, the second man was too close.
 
   I had to try.  I drew my arm back, knowing I would never have the chance to bring it forward.  The barrel of the man’s rifle appeared before me like a dark tunnel of despair, and in the next second I expected rounds of gunfire to chew my face to pieces.
 
   A single shot came from behind me and the man’s chest exploded.  He dropped like a stone.
 
   I spun around as Sam lowered his gun and leapt through the window, Heather’s bag still over his shoulder.
 
   “Run!” he said.  “Heather, get up and let’s go!”
 
   I got up and Heather scrambled to her feet.  I took her hand and the three of us ran into the night, away from the house of horrors where a makeshift demon had once ruled the night in a world of demons.
 
   I didn’t want to think it.  
 
   I never would have said it then, right at that moment.
 
   But I was pretty sure we were free again.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   There was mass confusion behind us as we ran deeper into the neighborhood, finally reaching a part of the small town that looked dark and empty.  
 
   We had to maintain stealth then, so weapons that made noise were out.  I’d lost another star, so that wasn’t good, but my machete was still intact.  A horrible weapon to use, but it was effective and reusable.
 
   As we ran, my weakness became more and more clear.  It felt as though we were running, but when I watched the dark silhouettes of the homes on each side of us falling away, I knew we were barely moving; our bodies poorly mimicking the motion of running, but not getting us very far very fast.  
 
   Just the absence of cages around us forced us to push on.
 
   Sam was still leading and he suddenly cut through an alley between two dark, brick homes.  We hit another street and there was another gap.  We took that, and crossed several more streets without seeing or hearing any pursuers.
 
   “Stop, Sam,” I huffed.  “Just for a sec.”
 
   He slowed and stopped, bent over, resting both hands on his knees.  Heather dropped to the grass and drew her knees up to her chest.  It was bitter cold; I had just realized it, since my adrenaline was exhausted and I no longer had anything to shield me from my regular senses.
 
   “Heather, do you know where we are?  Did you ever leave the house while you were being held?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head.  “I was always strapped down when I wasn’t with Abaddon.  They never took me out.”
 
   “Okay,” I said.  “I just wanted to know if –”
 
   “This isn’t far enough,” she interrupted.  “We need to keep going.  They’ll find us.”
 
   “Is there like a second in command?” asked Sam.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said.  “Nobody like Abaddon.  He was immortal.  He didn’t need any protégé.  That’s what he said.”
 
   “That was wrong,” said Sam.  “Okay, so let’s keep goin’.  Maybe cross another ten streets or so, or head farther west.  Try to get clear of this town.”
 
   Heather held out a hand and I pulled her up.  “Ready?” I asked.
 
   She nodded.  We ran again.  I’m not sure for how long, but we eventually found ourselves running through what must have been a huge, empty pasture.  On the other side of it was a neighborhood of mobile homes.  All identical, spaced evenly, with cars lining the streets.
 
   The churchgoers’ homes might be empty.  Otherwise, I guessed we would find zombies in their once natural habitats, just waiting for a meal to arrive, like a delivery pizza.
 
   We stopped on the corner of what the signs said were Gettysburg Drive and Petersburg Lane.
 
   “What now?” asked Sam.
 
   “I say we find a place with no cars in front.  There aren’t any garages, so we’ll have the best chance of finding an empty place to recharge.”
 
   “Sounds good,” said Sam.  “Heather, how are you doing?”
 
   “I need to stop,” she said. 
 
   I didn’t need her to say that; I could see it in every movement of her body.  Every facial expression.
 
   “This one then,” I said.  We walked toward it.
 
   There were two cars parked next door.  Nobody wandered the streets.  I wondered how well Abaddon and his freakshow followers had patrolled the area’s streets, but I couldn’t imagine they would have ventured out this far.  
 
   The door was unlocked on the place.  It was dark inside and we didn’t have any flashlights.  I’d dropped my glow stick back at the house.  
 
   We got lucky.  The home was indeed empty.  We locked the doors and closed what shades and curtains we could find.   There was a stock of candles and matches in a buffet server in the living room.  
 
   Shortly after arriving, I found a bed that I checked for vermin and anything else that might’ve crawled into it over the past several months.  I stripped off the sheets and shook them out, then put them back on.  Heather fell asleep in seconds.
 
   With my friend’s little sister secure for the moment, and Sam crashed on the couch, his eyes closed and soft snores erupting from his lips, I carried a candle into the bathroom and held it up to the mirror.
 
   My face, gaunt and haunting, stared back at me.  The changes were nothing less than horrifying.  I looked as though I were a survivor of a Nazi concentration camp.
 
   Staring at myself for a long moment, I pondered what I should do; there was no doubt that I would still accompany Heather to Kansas.  It was a promise I’d made.  I just wasn’t sure what she would want now, with the horns surgically implanted into her head.  I’d leave that to her.  She would always be welcome with me.
 
   I knew Sam would be taking off soon, and I didn’t want to see him go.  He’d been a savior to both me and Heather, and I’d grown to like and respect him a lot.
 
    We still weren’t positive how much time had passed since we were put in that prison.  I know I felt a hell of a lot older.  Looking at myself in that mirror, I couldn’t imagine how I was even able to carry Heather.
 
   She was thin, but not as bad as me.  Sam was thicker than all of us, but he started out bigger, so while his weight loss was dramatic, he might look normal if you didn’t know him before.
 
   I walked back into the kitchen and scanned the counters, holding my candle up.  A calendar on the refrigerator was predictably turned to June, 2011.  I was searching for something digital.  With LED readouts, batteries could last for years.
 
   I moved past the snoring Sam on the couch and saw a digital clock on a corner table.  It had huge letter read outs.  I looked at it, but what I was seeing didn’t register.
 
    
 
   Dec 18 2012             4:48 AM
 
    
 
   I stared at the clock and thought about all the lost time.  I wasn’t sure why, but tears sprung from my eyes then; I thought about my gramps and I thought about everyone who had survived this long.  I wondered if I would still be alive if I hadn’t been locked away for all those months.
 
   There’s something strange about losing all track of time.  It’s complete.  Once your reference point escapes you and there’s no way to determine day from night, you just cease to think about the passage of time.  That’s probably some kind of protective thing built into humans.  
 
   I stayed awake until morning.  I developed my plan.  It was time I had one.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Just before daybreak, unable to sit around anymore and knowing I needed sleep, I nudged Sam awake.  
 
   “Hey, man,” I said.  “I need a couple of hours.  I found a case of water under the table next to the fridge.  The pantry’s full, but I’m seein’ double.”
 
   “I got it Nel,” said Sam, sitting up.  “By the time you wake up I’ll have somethin’ hot cookin’, one way or the other.”
 
   “Thanks, bro.  Wanna smoke some weed?”
 
   “Never been a wake and bake kinda dude, Nel,” said Sam.  “You go ahead.”
 
   “Okay, bro.  If Heather gets up, tell her it’s okay to wake me up.”
 
   “If you’ve had a few hours by then, sure.”
 
   I made a pipe out of an old Coke can and used the matches I’d found in the candle drawer.
 
   The couch felt like the finest feather mattress piled high with the softest down comforters and pillows available.
 
   I don’t remember my head touching down.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I awoke, light filling the trailer and the smell of food doing acrobatics in my nasal passages.  
 
   “What the hell is that, dude?” I asked.
 
   “Corned beef hash,” he said.  “And eggs.”
 
   “Eggs?” I asked.  “Where the hell did you get eggs?”
 
   “Out back.  Whole shitload of chickens roaming around out there.  Like free range shit.  Eggs everywhere.”
 
   “Is that normal?”
 
   “What’s normal anymore, Nel?” asked Sam.  “C’mon and get it.  Heather’s already had hers.”
 
   I sat up.  Something felt different.  I looked down.  Dreadlocks lay on my bare chest. I  touched them.  “What the hell?” I said.
 
   “You just noticin’ that?” asked Sam.  “Heather said you told her she could do it to you the day you guys met at her brother’s.”
 
   “But … how the hell didn’t I wake up?”
 
   “You were just layin’ there on your back and I’ll be damned if all your hair wasn’t all draped over the arm of the couch.  Heather just started weavin’ and braidin’ and hell if you didn’t just keep on sleepin’.”
 
   I walked to the bathroom and looked in the mirror.  A candle burned in there, so I blew it out.   It was plenty light.  I stared at my reflection.  Heather had done an amazing job.  The dreadlock hair, or whatever it was, was almost identical to my hair color and blended right in.
 
   “What do you think?” asked Sam, walking up behind me.  
 
   I was touching it.  “Feels weird.”
 
   “Man, I couldn’t believe you didn’t wake up.  She was pullin’ on some of them while she was braidin’ it.”
 
   “Guess it goes to show you how a soft couch feels compared to that yoga mat that flattened out to nothing.”
 
   “Looks better than I thought it would,” said Sam.  “C’mon and eat.”
 
   “Where’s Heather now?”
 
   “She went back in to lie down when she was done with your hair.”
 
   “I’ll let her sleep,” I said.  “Poor kid.”
 
   “Good idea.  But we’re gonna need to put some distance between us and these folks, and soon.  We have to find a vehicle.”
 
   I sat at the cheap, pressboard table and ate corned beef hash and eggs.  It tasted so good that I wolfed it down, but before I was finished, my stomach hurt.  I held it with my hand and Sam shook his head.
 
   “Shoulda warned you,” he said.  “Stuff ain’t oatmeal.”
 
   “I’m guessin’ I’m gonna have some intestinal junk goin’ on later,” I said.
 
   “At least,” said Sam.
 
   My hand unconsciously going up to my new dreadlocks. I went to the window and pulled the shade aside.
 
   I was blown away.  The world looked almost uninhabited.  Weeds grew as tall as the trailers, and as the wind pushed them into a sweeping sway, I saw cars hidden in the tall brush as well.
 
   Two or three zombies came into view, but had no direction.  They staggered along, soon disappearing from sight.  I released the shade.
 
   “Overgrown,” I said.
 
   “I noticed that last night,” said Sam.
 
   “Drives home how long we were locked up.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Sam.  “I’m worried about my family now.  I been gone way too long.”
 
   “I know,” I said.  “I keep wondering if my Grampa died since all this happened.”
 
   “I gotta go, Nel,” he said.
 
   I stared at him.  “From here?”
 
   He nodded.  “Yeah.  I’ll make sure we find two runnin’ cars and plenty of fuel.”
 
   I looked over at the clock.  “2013’s around the corner,” I said.  “Christmas is a week from now.”
 
   “Christmas,” said Sam.  “Makes me wonder if we shouldn’t celebrate it just to get back on Jesus’ good side.”
 
   “We should celebrate it if we’re together, my friend.  That means we’re still alive.”
 
   “Deal.  You wanna get Heather up?  No better time than now to get some vehicles, and we shouldn’t leave her sleepin’ without tellin’ her we’re goin’.”
 
   “Fair enough, dude.  I’ll do the honors.”
 
   I walked back down the narrow, rear hallway and knocked twice on the second door on the right.  There was no answer.  I tried the door.
 
   It opened.  Heather stood in the bedroom facing a mirror.
 
   “H?” I said.  She didn’t turn toward me.
 
   I walked in and around the bed and stood beside her, facing the mirror.  Tears streamed down her cheeks.  I saw something in her hand, then noticed red droplets staining the carpet.
 
   “Heather!” I said, and she jumped back, startled.  I don’t think that she even realized I had come in.
 
   I reached down and lifted her right hand.  In it she had a double-edged razor blade.  I quickly snatched her left wrist.  Several cuts, all clustered together, marred her flesh.
 
   I pulled the blade from her fingers and threw it across the room.  I reached down and grabbed the sheets and pulled them from the bed.  Wrapping her wrist in the cloth, I put my arm around her.
 
   “I’m a … fucking freak!” she shouted.  “Abaddon made it so that I was only accepted among his followers.”
 
   “I accept you,” I whispered, desperate.  “Sam accepts you.  We’ll cut them off, Heather.  We’ll cut them off and your hair will grow back over them and nobody will ever know.”
 
   “The things I’ve done,” she said.  “Oh, Nel, it was horrible.”
 
   I didn’t want to ask.  I couldn’t.  I didn’t have to.
 
   “He made me … screw them,” she said.  “He used a … a pump … and he drugged me and put me on top of them like Nancy.”
 
   My heart sank.
 
   We could cut the horns from her head, but neither Sam nor I had anywhere near the skills necessary to remove those horrible memories from her mind.
 
   I pulled her wrapped wrist downward and turned her body away from the mirror.  Avoiding the curved horns, I pressed her face into my shoulder and cried with my friend.  I tried to do this quietly so she didn’t know, but soon my body was rocked with sobs and we stood trembling together.
 
   “Hold on, Heather,” I said.  “You’re gonna need time to feel like you again.  We all will.   All of us.”
 
   I felt Sam standing at the door.
 
   “You two okay?” he said softly.
 
   I nodded.  Heather whimpered.
 
   I think we both lied.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   It was around 11:00 AM.  Heather sat on the sofa that I’d slept on, staring into space.  I sat beside her.
 
   “The dreads look good, Heather,” I said.  “You really know your shit.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said.
 
   “But it would’ve been nice if you’d have done them while I was awake.”
 
   Heather turned and gave me one of the only smiles of the day so far.  “I didn’t need you crying if I pulled your hair,” she said.  “You were out so hard I just gauged my aggressiveness by your snores.”
 
   “I snore?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, but only like a freight train,” said Sam.  “Keeps the bears away but draws the goddamned zombies.”
 
   “Well, there’s that,” I said.  “We definitely don’t need any bears around.”
 
   Sam shook his head and I reached out and took Heather’s hand.  “You want us to try cuttin’ those things off?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Not just yet,” she said.  “They really hurt to touch.  I’m afraid of tearing my head open and causing some infection.  I got a bad one right after they put them in.”
 
   I dropped the conversation.  I didn’t need her focusing on them.  After I found her, I had gotten a screwdriver and gone back in the room and pulled the mirror off the bedroom dresser.  Then I went into the bathroom and I took down the mirrors above the vanities.  I went through that house and eliminated any possibility of her seeing her reflection.
 
   I knew she could find a way to see herself if she wanted to; she just didn’t need to catch a glimpse of her Satanic appendages accidentally.
 
   “Nel, you ready?” asked Sam.
 
   I turned to Heather.  “You’re good, right?  We have to go find some cars.”
 
   “Cars?  Like more than one?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Sam’s heading off in a different direction.”
 
   “Where?” she asked.
 
   “Farther north,” I said.  “I’m taking you to Kansas like I promised.”
 
   She shook her head.  “No.  No, Nelson.  I don’t want to see my mother like this.”
 
   “It’s not your damned fault, H, and we can cut them off, like I said.”   
 
   “I can’t even touch them without crying, Nel.  I don’t know how I’ll be able to stand you sawing on them.”
 
   “We’ll figure out a way,” I said.  “Maybe we can find some numbing stuff.”
 
   “I’m afraid.”
 
   “So am I, but we need to get out of here.  Abaddon’s people might be working their way here, and we can’t screw around any longer.  We needed to regain some strength, and I feel a hell of a lot better now than I did yesterday evening.  You’ll feel better day by day, too.  We just need distance between us and these freaks.”
 
   Heather nodded.
 
   “We good?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “We’ll stay near.  If you want, keep an eye out the window.  If you focus and look past the weeds, you should see us okay.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I patted her hand and stood.  My dreads hit my bare back in a strange way, and I pulled on a tee shirt I’d found in the house.  It said Manor Concrete on the front and Ready Mix: Ready For You on the back, the words being dumped out of a concrete mixing truck.
 
   “Be careful,” she said.  “And hurry.  I’ll see what else I can scrounge here.”
 
   I was encouraged because she sounded better.
 
   “Leave me a weapon in case,” she said.
 
   “Nel, give her your machete.”
 
   I hadn’t told Sam what she had tried to do.  I explained when I took down the mirrors, but I didn’t figure he needed to know about her moment of weakness.
 
   I met Heather’s eyes as I passed her my blade.  “Be careful, and lock the doors.  Keep an eye out for us.”
 
   “Bring that screwdriver you had earlier, Nel,” said Sam.  “Might need it to pop some ignitions.”
 
   I grabbed it, along with my belt of throwing stars, and headed out.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Keep scanning, Nel,” said Sam.  
 
   He didn’t need to.  I’d been scanning from side-to-side from the moment we stepped out of the house.
 
   “It’s quiet,” I said.  “That’s good.  We’ll hear if any cars come.”
 
   “Or any zombies,” said Sam.
 
   As if on queue, two rotters came into view from around a vehicle I’d been eyeing.  It looked like a Kia Soul, and the doors were closed.  It appeared empty.
 
   I looked around.  Only the two zombies were in view, one of them a skeletal male with what appeared to be a broken neck; its head rested on its right shoulder, dangling forward each time it stepped on its broken left foot.  
 
   The former citizen of Spring Mills was still wearing sneakers of some kind, but the left one hit the ground on its side rather than on its sole, the ankle clearly snapped.
 
   “I got this,” I said, standing and moving toward them.  They saw me when I was about ten yards away and changed direction.
 
   The other was a female; she had clearly been on the larger side when she was alive; her skin hung down in folds over what was now a pretty wasted frame.   Some Star Wars character or another came to mind.
 
   None of the clothing we’d found in the house was perfect, but there was a pair of Kmart dress shoes with rubber soles.  They were comfortable, even a half-size large for me.
 
   I reached the skinny one and its mouth opened as it reached for me.  I felt the bigger one coming from my left, but I acted quickly.  I did a couple of quick stretches, totally forgetting that I’d foregone any battle prep back at the house.  I didn’t need to pull a muscle.
 
   As he drew closer, I leaned down on my right leg and raised my left, kicking the walker in the chest.  It went straight back, flying a good three feet through the air and coming down hard on its backside.
 
   This gave me time to do what I called knee jams.  That’s where I do a double-tap of sorts and break zombies’ knees one right after the other.
 
   I was surprised at how easily the knees snapped.  I wasn’t one to hurt anyone so I didn’t have a frame-of-reference, but I can tell you that those bones broke like nothing.  Like mush.
 
   Sam was right behind me, watching me do my thing.  He didn’t intervene yet, but I know he would’ve if he saw a need.
 
   The one with two broken knees was down for the count, scratching at the brush beneath her, unable to rise up even six inches.  She would raise her face from the dirt and brush every few moments, but unable to get her knees beneath her, her head just fell face-first into the ground again and again.
 
   I focused on the other one.  Skinny was just pushing back up when I did a nice roundhouse kick and caught it on the left side of its cockeyed head, bouncing it off his right shoulder where it bounced right back as it fell over.
 
   This time I got back, pulled out a star, and did a side-arm throw.  The stainless steel star buried into the creature’s left temple and it fell still, its arms splayed out to each side of its emaciated body.
 
   Sam moved in and smashed the butt of his gun into the skull of the female.  “Good job, Nel,” he said.  “Hope you don’t mind I finished that one off for you.”
 
   “Nah, bro.  It’s cool.  Thanks.”  
 
   “Welcome.  So that was good.  I think folks could’ve been a block away and not heard any of that.  Let’s just hope there aren’t too many of them to deal with.”
 
   “That Kia looks in good shape and empty,” I said.  “None of the tires look all the way flat.”  I walked toward it and looked inside as I tried the door.  It was unlocked.
 
   Sam shrugged.  I got inside.  The keys were in the ignition.
 
   “Sam, there are keys!” I said.
 
   “Try it,” he said.
 
   I turned the key.  No lights.  Not even a sound.
 
   “Put your foot on the brake and make sure it’s in park,” he said.
 
   I looked.  “It’s a stick.”
 
   “Even better.  Turn that key on, Nel.”
 
   I did.  Sam moved behind the vehicle.  “Make sure the brake’s not set.”
 
   I popped the parking brake, which had been engaged.
 
   “Put that bitch in second gear and clutch it,” said Sam.
 
   “I can’t even tell if there’s any gas, Sam,” I said.  “Not enough juice.”
 
   “We’ll know soon enough,” he said.  “You ready?” 
 
   I shifted it into second and pushed in the clutch.  “Yeah.”
 
   The Soul started rolling.  I heard Sam grunting behind me.  “Okay … ready?    Go, Nel!  Pop the clutch!”
 
   I pulled my foot off the clutch.  The engine turned, initially making a glub glub sound, then caught.  The engine fired, as smoke poured from the rear of the car.
 
   “Woo hoo!” said Sam behind me.
 
   I spun the Kia around and saw a zombie stagger out of the tall grass right behind Sam.   I hit the gas.  He wouldn’t be able to react quick enough.
 
   Rolling the window down I yelled, “Get outta the way, Sam!” 
 
   His eyes went wide as he watched me barreling down on him.  I don’t know whether he freaked out or heard me tell him or what, but he dove to his right and I plowed the Kia square into the rotter that had been a foot behind him.  When I hit it, its face slammed the hood of the Kia before it whipped backward and was plowed under my wheels, and I felt the car’s rear tires catch the body as I cranked the wheel back to the right and spun the car around to pull alongside Sam.  I leaned over and threw the door open. 
 
   Somehow the ghoul on the ground was still alive, and its hand now gripped Sam’s ankle.  He pulled out his gun and fired into the writhing creature’s face, blowing it to pieces.
 
   “Okay, now that was loud,” I said.  “Jump in!”
 
   Sam got in the Kia, breathing hard.  “I think we better get Heather and cut outta here now, Nel,” he said.  “That went to shit in a hurry.”
 
   In two turns we were back to the house.  I left the car running and opened the back hatch.  We ran inside.
 
   Heather met us at the door.  “I heard that.  You guys okay?” she asked.
 
   “Fine,” said Sam.  “Got everything together?”
 
   “All the water’s here and as much food as I could stack.”
 
   We loaded it up.  The sound of car engines grew louder in the distance.
 
   “Shit,” I said.  “Damnit!”
 
   “We’ll be okay, Nel,” said Sam.   “Hurry.”
 
   “Get in the car, Heather,” I said.  “We got this.  Go.”
 
   Heather followed my instructions, getting into the back seat of the Soul.   Sam and I had the rest of our supplies thrown inside in less than a minute.
 
   “You drive, dude,” I said.
 
   Sam didn’t argue.  He jumped in the driver’s seat and before I got my door closed, he spun the barely inflated tires in the dirt and hit the cracked asphalt road.
 
   “Say a prayer, Nel,” he said.
 
   “Gotcha covered, bro.  Drive.”
 
   Sam drove.  I turned around and watched past Heather out the rear window.  My window was still down and I heard the engine noises getting louder, as though they were just one street over.
 
   I looked back and saw we were approaching an intersection ourselves.  I reached over and grabbed Sam’s gun.
 
   “Better check the mag on that one,” he said.  “No idea how many are left in there.”
 
   I popped it, saw three rounds remaining, and jammed it back in as I turned around again.  I saw the hood of a truck emerge.
 
   Sam had reached the corner and spun around it.  I turned again and was relieved to see the truck hadn’t made the turn before we did.  They likely hadn’t seen us.
 
   I dropped back into the seat and scanned the road ahead and behind us.  So far we were undetected.
 
   “Good job, Sam,” I said.   “Any idea where you’re going?”
 
   “Instincts are drivin’ me, man,” he said.  “I normally got a feel for the four directions, and I’m headin’ north, I believe.”
 
   We drove until we saw a bridge up ahead.
 
   “What street is that?” asked Sam.
 
   I squinted.  “Dude, I can’t see it.  But nobody’s around.  We look clear.”  I turned to look behind us again.  It wouldn’t be the first time I’d spoken too soon.
 
   We drove Route 9 at a fast clip.  The Kia had a full tank, and it got good mileage, so we reached Interstate 80 with plenty to spare.  
 
   “I’m headin’ north for now,” said Sam.  “Get us up into Maryland as far as I can tell.  Then I can cut west after we cross the Potomac.”
 
   “Done this drive a few times, huh?” I asked.
 
   “Not like this,” he said, “But I know well enough where the main interchanges are.  I’ve gotten around a bit.”
 
   “Thank God,” I said.  “I’ve pretty much stuck to where bicycles or scooters can get me around.”
 
   “You gonna need more protection than that in this world, Nel,” said Sam.  “Get some steel around you.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re telling me that because you’re leaving,” I said.  “Hate to see you go, Sam.  Especially after what we went through together.”
 
   “We made it, Nel.  That’s the important part.  Don’t look like much has changed since we were taken prisoner, either.  Government hasn’t saved the day.  No military to speak of, at least not that we’ve seen.”
 
   I nodded.  I didn’t know what to say.  It was what it was.  Heather and I would miss him, but we’d deal with it.
 
   I turned and looked at Heather.  She had fallen asleep.  I could see the tracks from tears she may have cried in her slumber, running down her face.
 
   We drove on in silence.  The rotters were harder to see now that the brush and grass had grown so tall, which made it even more dangerous.   They’d stagger out of nowhere and you’d either dodge them or smack into them.
 
   Along the way, we’d dodged eight and hit three.  I’d say Sam was winning, and the Kia was barely hanging in there with all the dents on the front.  We’d had to stop twice to bend the fenders away from the wheels.  So far no serious damage, and the little SUV was chugging along.
 
   We crossed a bridge over the Potomac.   Sam said, “This means we’re in Maryland.  I think we can stop runnin’ now.”
 
   A sign ahead said Greenlawn Cemetery.
 
   “Which direction we headed?” I asked.  “It feels like we should’ve gotten farther than this.”
 
   “We had to backtrack to get out of that town on side roads, Nel,” said Sam.  Then:  “Holy Jesus.”  It was a whisper.
 
   I stared out of the front windshield.  “Whoa, dude.  Stop.  Stop!”
 
   Heather screamed from the back seat.  I didn’t blame her.   Ahead of us, moving down the center of the road, and indeed, taking up every inch of it, was a massive group of ragtag zombies.  Some crawled, others dragged limbs; yet others walked in their staggering, shambling way, stumbling, but never falling.  They were a hundred yards away, but the horde steadily advanced.
 
   I stared at something strange in the center of the pack.  A woman led, walking straight-backed, her hair hanging down.
 
   I pointed.  “Sam, is she … alive?”
 
   Heather began to hyperventilate.  I reached back and squeezed her hands.  I wasn’t going to tell her to calm down.  She had a right to let out whatever emotions she was feeling and we’d just have to live with that.  It was either let it out or go insane.  She’d been close enough to that already.
 
   Sam stared for a moment as the deteriorated group of ghouls drew closer.  “She’s … different.  Like that one in New York.  Some others we’ve seen.”
 
   “The faster ones,” I said.  “Go, Sam.  Hurry, bro.”
 
   Sam didn’t respond; he just threw the car into reverse.   “Gotta take the 63 northbound back there.”  He punched it and the Kia responded.  
 
   Heather whimpered, and I squeezed her hand again.  “Shh, Heather,” I said.  “It’s okay.  We’re not going there.”
 
   Her whimpers melded into soft cries, and eventually to silent, deep sorrow.  She looked defeated and withdrawn.
 
   I wanted to pull the sadness from inside her.  It’s how I get.  It frustrates me to no end that I don’t have the ability to just take someone’s fear and sadness and tear it away from them, leaving them at peace.
 
   We got to the 63 and turned north.  Route 70 was announced by a sign.  We drove what seemed like hours and hours.  When I glanced over, the fuel tank of the Kia was almost empty and Sam pulled off, passing a sign that said New Stanton, Pennsylvania.
 
   He pulled into a rural neighborhood.  The homes were far apart, and only pickup trucks were parked outside.
 
   “You need gas,” I said.
 
   “Yeah.  There’s an Exxon station we passed.  You dozed off.”
 
   “Seriously?” I asked.  “Wow.  Didn’t know.”
 
   “I almost did a couple times.  Need to get me a damned watch.  It might not matter, but I like to know what time it is.”
 
   “In there?” I asked.
 
   “Where are we?” asked Heather from behind us.
 
   “New Stanton, PA,” I said.  “Home.  For a few hours, anyway.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Six rotters approached us from the surrounding homes after we parked the car and started toward the two-story home with vinyl siding.  Adjacent to the house was a large, red barn.
 
   It made sense I guessed; in rural areas, farmers and such tended to be early risers; they might have been up and attending to their livestock or crops when everything changed.   I guessed their Wrangler jeans and work boots had held up pretty well, because all were similarly dressed with only some rips and tears.
 
   I used throwing stars on every one of them.   My arm was tired by the time I laid out the sixth one, but I’d been out of practice for over a year.  I even missed twice.  I had to go retrieve all of them; I wasn’t going to be finding more throwing stars anytime soon, I knew.
 
   “Good job, Nel,” said Sam.
 
   “Thanks, Nelson,” said Heather.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “You guys wait here,” said Sam.  “Let me clear the house.”
 
   We hit the porch and I saw a bench swing.  After checking the chains, I eased into it.  Heather came to sit down beside me.  She leaned her head – or her horns – against me, and let out a deep sigh.
 
   “I’m taking those damned things off you here,” I said.
 
   “They don’t hurt as much.  My head itches.”
 
   I leaned up and spread her hair away with my fingers.  As I touched her scalp, she winced.
 
   It was red and puffy where the horn penetrated her skull.  I didn’t like the look of it at all.
 
   A gunshot rang out behind us.  My whole body jerked in response, but Heather’s did not.  Not a twitch.  Even that made me sad.
 
   A few seconds later, another shot rang out.  This one was much louder and sounded more like an explosion.  I eased out from under Heather, who had still not moved, and stood.
 
   The door opened.  “Clear,” he said.  He held a shotgun.
 
   “Where did you get that?” I asked, and realized it was a dumb question.
 
   “In the front room by the door,” said Sam.  “Boxes of ammo in the closet.   Plenty of resting places here.  Come on in.”
 
   Heather’s mind was off somewhere.  I pulled her and said her name softly a few times before she nodded and stood.
 
   Sam looked at her, a worried expression crossing his face.   He shook his head as we passed him and stepped inside.
 
   “Stinks, but it’s clean,” I said.
 
   “Don’t go upstairs,” he said.  “Really stinks up there now.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “I locked the doors, and the back is solid and secure.  I think we should all try to catch a little shut-eye and then we can figure out the vehicles.  I think this is where I cut north.”
 
   It was inevitable.  I agreed.  I got some pillows and stacked them at the end of the sofa where Heather sat.  She lay back and closed her eyes.
 
   I did the same.  Sam sat in a recliner beside the two sofas and pulled the side handle.  The footrest came up and he was snoring in under five minutes.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The explosion rocked the house and got me and Sam onto our feet.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I asked, looking around.  Heather was gone.
 
   “Where’s Heather?” asked Sam.
 
   “I don’t know!  She was here.  Heather!   Heather, where are you?” I shouted.
 
   “My gun,” said Sam.  “She took the shotgun.”
 
   I said nothing.  I ran around the lower level and didn’t find her.  I charged back to the staircase and ran up.  Sam had followed room to room and I heard his feet slamming the steps behind me as I climbed up.
 
   “That door ahead was closed,” said Sam, his breath wheezing.
 
   I ran in and stopped.  I doubled over and threw up onto the floor.   Wiping my mouth on my sleeve, I ran to where Heather lay.
 
   The back of her head and the lower half of her jaw were gone.  Both horns, mounted just behind her temples, were still intact, though they were smeared with red.
 
   Heather had rested in bed to take her life, no doubt to keep the blood and tissue from painting the wall behind her with gore.  She had partially succeeded, but the spatter had spread out against the pillow and headboard instead, and now soaked in.
 
   I didn’t bother to fight my tears; they would come for days, and I didn’t have the energy to quell them.  I closed my eyes a long time and opened them again to look at her body.
 
   There was a broken electrical cord tied around her neck, and I looked over my head to see the other half of the cord, tied around a broken bracket of the ceiling fan that hung motionless above us.
 
   She had tried to hang herself.  When that failed, she must have come down, gotten Sam’s found shotgun, and used that.  She had clearly been determined not to see another sunrise.
 
   “Heather,” I whispered through my sobs.  “Goddamnit, Heather.”
 
   “Nel,” said Sam, his voice thick with grief.  I heard him approach behind me, and he rested his hand on my shoulder.  “Here.”
 
   I turned.  In his other hand, was a piece of paper with handwriting on it.  From the looping style, I could tell it was a woman’s writing.  My eyes went to the bottom and it was signed, “H.”
 
   I cried harder, the realization of what the letter was driving home.  My tears dripped onto the paper, instantly blurring the words written there.  I moved it away and finished letting it out.  
 
   I looked again at Heather.  I bit my lip, reached down to straighten her hair, then stood up.  I walked downstairs.  I was no longer aware of Sam or of anything else; I was lucky, I suppose, that no zombies had made their way into the house.  I would have been as dead as Heather was.
 
   I sat on the sofa where Heather had either taken or feigned her next to last sleep, and read:
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Nelson and Sam,  
 
    
 
   I beg you not to take my action as any kind of judgment of you or what you tried to do for Dom and me.  You have both been so kind to me that I wouldn’t have survived this long without either of you.   You risked your lives to save my pitiful one.
 
   I felt your love for me the entire time; it’s what kept me going while I was being held captive.  It’s what kept me from going insane when I first saw what the demon bastard had done to me.  In the beginning, I told myself over and over that you would save me.  What I didn’t know was how I would cope after that happened.
 
   Nelson, I love my mother.  I used to have this strong sense that she was alive, but that’s gone now.  Your love, plus that feeling, got me through every moment of horror; being violated by the rotting dead while Abaddon and his horrible followers watched me.
 
   I was dead inside before taking this final action.  Know that.  
 
   Anyway, after months without seeing you, I thought you were both dead.  I lost all hope of rescue.  Once my body was deformed and violated by the dead time and time again, all hope, all feelings that my mother was still alive seemed foolish.  
 
   I was forced to watch as Domenic was changed into one of those monsters, Nelson.  That was when I lost all hope.
 
   I would lay awake all night, fearing that my mother was still alive; that lost hope I wrote about earlier.  My hope would then  turn to dread … I became sure that I would be rescued and delivered to my mother, who would have to see me like this, with these demon horns.
 
   You met my mother a long time ago, Nelson, but you don’t know her like I do; she would look at me in relation to all the other madness she has surely seen, and she would reach the conclusion that I was a demon and that I was a part of all of this.  She never approved of me since I grew up and out of her control.  I have no doubt that she would’ve believed that I had contributed to the demise of all goodness.  I could not take that, Nelson.  
 
   You have someone you love.  Someone much closer than me, both in relation and in distance.  Go to your grampa, Nel.  Sam: Go to your parents.   Enough of worrying about me.
 
   My pain is over.  I am at peace.  
 
   I said a prayer for both of you, in case God is still there.  
 
   I hope he is.  I love you both.
 
    
 
   H.
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t know how long I cried.  Before we left that house, I found a hacksaw in the shed.  Sam messed around with a backhoe loader in the barn until he got it started.  He charged up the battery for a while, and we were able to shut it off.
 
   I took my hacksaw to the bedroom where Heather lay dead.  I gently turned her head and began sawing the demonic horns from her body.
 
   She would not be buried in the very appendages that had dissolved her will to live.  I wouldn’t have that. We dug a hole and buried Heather.  
 
   I would he heading to Concord.  Sam would go to Indiana.
 
   This part of my journey had ended.  
 
   I had failed.
 
   My friend Matt, and now his sister, were both dead.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “What you got there?” asked Sam, as he divided up the water.
 
   “Take more of it, bro,” I said.  “I’m going a different way, so I won’t be able to haul it with me.”
 
   “The scooter?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Sam put his hands on his hips.  “Serious.  You’re gonna carry a duffel bag full of pot but you won’t make room for more water?”
 
   “Dude, not at the expense of the pot.  I can always find water.”
 
   Sam shook his head.  “You’re the smartest pothead I’ve ever met.”
 
   I shook my head, the bouncing dreadlocks reminding me of Heather again.  “Not that smart.  If I were that smart, Heather would be in Kansas with her mom.”
 
   “I ain’t gonna say it again, Nel,” said Sam.  “Just knock that shit off.  First off, you don’t know that her mama was even alive, so it’s kind of a romanticized regret you’re livin’ with there.  Second, it’s a dangerous world, and some folks just don’t  wanna live in it.  I don’t blame ‘em.  If it wasn’t for the hope that my folks are still alive, I mighta cashed in my chips.”
 
   I stood, holding a telephone book.  I tore out a page.  “This has a little map of the town on it,” I said.  “Think you can drop me at the scooter store?”
 
   “I’ll take you there, but as for droppin’ you, no,” he said.  “I’ll help you get your tank filled and make sure you got a workin’ machine, then I’ll say my goodbyes.”
 
   I nodded.  “Fair enough, dude.  I want a brand new one.”
 
   “You won’t get an argument from me, brother.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sam maneuvered around rotters and overgrown railroad track crossings, and we came upon a Circle-K that was unlocked.  Inside we found the shelves mostly stripped, but there were sandwich bags, a couple of US road maps, a few packs of smokes and some rolling papers – they were for me – and five cans of cream soda.  I didn’t smoke cigs, but I figured they might make good currency in case I needed to trade something for something else along the way.
 
   As for the cream soda, I guess even in a zombie apocalypse people don’t like that stuff.  It was still fuzzy though, and it tasted like the best cream soda ever made.
 
   I heard noises from behind the bathroom door marked MEN, so I pulled open the women’s restroom using a key attached to a foot-long 2x4.  Surprisingly, the bathroom was clean, likely not having been accessed since the world turned.
 
   I stood inside the bathroom, holding the door open a few inches to let some light in.  I stared into the mirror over the grease-stained sink, my reflection barely able to look back at me through the murky glass.  I hoped it was the mirror that was deteriorating and not me.
 
    My face was gaunt, but already seemed to have regained some color from my time in Abaddon’s house of horrors.  I looked at myself for maybe a minute before my emotions threatened to overwhelm me.  I hurried out, letting the door slam behind me.
 
   “Nel, heads up!” said Sam from the corner of the building, and I looked up to see a staggering female dead head, her milky eyes glued to me.  She was eight feet away and closing, so I reached down and grabbed a star.  I side-armed it and it caught her in the side of the head.
 
   Unwilling to wait for her tumble to the ground, I rushed her and reached out, plucking the star from its wound, spinning and giving her midsection a nice reverse kick.  I heard her thud behind me as I continued toward Sam.
 
   “Gettin’ fancy, ain’t ya?” he said.
 
   “Tired of dickin’ around, Sam.  These things are on my last nerve.”
 
   “Better grow some more nerves, Nel,” said Sam.  “Ain’t gonna end anytime soon.”
 
   “Right,” I said.
 
   We got back inside the car and I used some sheets from a new roll of paper towels to wipe down my brass throwing star.  I had Sam pull the car up to the gas pumps and I dropped my bloody towel into the trashcan.
 
   “You missed pickup day,” said Sam, smiling.
 
   “Just don’t like littering,” I said.  “Old habits.”
 
   Hydrated and emptied out, Sam drove us toward a place I’d found in the phone book called Stiller Motor Sports.  
 
   The weeds in front of the store were tall, but behind the glass front I could make out various colored scooters, all with little windshields and other accessories.
 
   “I want some saddlebags,” I said.  “Think they make saddlebags for these little dudes?”
 
   “If they do, you got it,” said Sam, pulling into the parking lot.
 
   We checked around us.  There were several walkers in the distance, but none threatened.  “Damned cold,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, which is another reason to get yourself a car.”
 
   “Scooter and a jacket, dude.  It’s what I want.”
 
   Sam shrugged.  We tried the door.  “Damn,” said Sam.  “Closed on Sundays.”
 
   “I’m not sure it’s Sunday,” I said.  I leaned back and kicked the door hard.  It shattered beneath my soft-soled dress shoe.  I looked at Sam, surprised.  “That’s a first,” I said.
 
   “Must be getting’ your mojo back,” he said.  “Good.  You’re gonna need it.”
 
   I reached through and spun the deadbolt and pushed the door open.  We crunched through the glass and I headed straight for a silver and red scooter that said Aprilia SR50 on it.  
 
   “This thing’s sweet.  Sold,” I said.
 
   “Nice little machine,” said Sam.  He looked around the office.  “Hey, lookie there.”  He walked over to a desk chair and pulled a jacket off the back.
 
   “Under Armour.  Now that ought to keep you warm.”
 
   He handed it to me and I gave it a whiff.  “Yeah, smells musty but clean.”  I pulled it on and zipped it.  I felt instantly better and a heck of a lot warmer.
 
   I spun the gas cap off and rocked it back and forth.  I heard it inside but couldn’t see anything.  “Maybe we can find a gas can here,” I said.  “If it’s still any good.”
 
   “Been in there a while,” said Sam.  “But the car’s runnin’ okay.  Plus it’s been sealed in the tank.”
 
   I opened the seat and found the ignition key inside.  I put it in the bike and turned it.  Pushing the button was rewarded with silence.  “Damn,” I said.
 
   “Easy enough to bump start,” said Sam.   “Let’s find some fuel and then roll it outside.”
 
   A sound came behind us.  I turned toward the door and saw a deteriorated rotter standing atop the broken glass, his exposed teeth gnashing and his filthy, bare arms reaching toward us.  
 
   His strange growls seemed desperate to my ears; like he had been searching so long and had finally found us, his salvation.  The walker appeared to have been in his mid-forties at the time of his demise, but I sucked at guessing ages when people were alive, so my assumption could’ve been way off.
 
   His skin was bluish gray, and at some point or another, most of the hair had fallen out of his head in clumps.  His middle now pressed against the middle support beam of the door, and since it was a pull, he would either have to learn to straddle or duck to get at us.  Neither was going to happen anytime soon.
 
   “Best get him so he doesn’t accidentally stumble inside,” said Sam.  
 
   I slid my machete out of my belt and carried it over.  As I approached, he gave me a couple of swipes of his tattered hands, but missed me.
 
   Raising my machete high and holding the handle with both hands, I brought the blade down squarely on the top of its skull, and raised my leg to kick him backward at the same time.
 
   The blade cracked through the creature’s softening skull and sank into its brain with a crack-squish! sound, and as I kicked his midsection, he fell backward, extracting himself from my weapon.
 
   I found the two-part attack to be awesomely effective and decided I’d use it again.
 
   I’d been a bit out of practice with my recent detention.
 
   “Good job,” said Sam.  “You know what tells me a little about you, Nel?”
 
   “What, bro?”
 
   “The way you get your bead, then you turn your face away while you kill ‘em.  Tells me you’re kind-hearted.”
 
   “I’m not made for this kinda world, Sam,” I said.  “But I plan to get to my Gramps.  If he’s not around anymore, I’ll figure it out from there.”
 
   Sam nodded.  “You and me are on the same page, friend.  C’mon.  There’s a sign there that says there’s a garage down that hall.”
 
   I looked back at the street and saw two more rotters in the distance, but they weren’t drawn toward us for the moment.  Again I cursed the lack of landscaping in the world, because it was adding to the camouflage of our walking dead enemies, and that wasn’t cool at all.
 
   Following Sam into the service area, the smell of oil and dust hit me as we walked into the small repair shop, and sure enough, there were gas cans on a rack near the roll-up door.  
 
   “Hold on a sec, bro,” I said.   Pulling up a Snap-On Tools stool, I reached in my pocket and pulled out my bag of weed and the papers.  Sam moved around me and closed the door leading from the showroom into the service bay.
 
   “No sense in takin’ chances,” he said.  “Little tune up, huh?”
 
   “Dude, I was thinking when I was in that cell that I might lose my taste for the stuff.  Not sure who I was kiddin’.   Talk about getting outta prison.”
 
   “They say that shit dulls your senses,” said Sam.  “I ain’t seen it on you.”
 
   I peeled a paper from the Zig-Zag pack and balanced it between my thumb and middle finger.  I took a bud and broke it up with my left hand, sprinkling the feathered weed into the paper, smoothing it with my index finger.  Tucking the baggie away, I gave it two more leveling swipes with my index fingers, tucked the flap and rolled it into a nice paper cylinder.
 
   “If I’da blinked, I’da missed that.”
 
   “Been rolling perfect doobies since I was fourteen.”
 
   Sam laughed.  I lit it and took a lungful.   I held it out, and to my surprise, Sam took it.  “Don’t think I’ll be gettin’ pulled over anytime soon,” he said, taking a toke.
 
   “You wanna take some with you, man?  I got plenty.”
 
   He blew out the smoke with a moan.  “No thanks, Nel.  I’ll see how I do with this shit.  I predict I’ll get paranoid, but if it works more like Prozac I might just find me some down the road.”
 
   Sam only took one more hit, and I snuffed the roach out about halfway down and tucked it back into the baggie.
 
   We got to work.  There were three one-gallon gas cans, all empty.  We did find four 5-gallon cans, and two of them were completely full.
 
   “Hey, Nel … hold on,” said Sam.  He went to a rack on the wall and pulled down four bottles of fuel additive.  “Dump this in before you put it in the scooter.”
 
   “Take some for the car too, dude.”
 
   “Good idea,” said Sam.  He stuffed one bottle in his back pocket and dumped a full bottle into each of the full 5-gallon cans.
 
   “Shake it around real good,”  said Sam.  We each took care of that task.  I grabbed one 5-gallon can and two of the one-gallon empties.  Sam grabbed a hand-operated tire pump and the other can and we carried the works back into the showroom where my new ride waited.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We filled the scooter’s tires and gas tank, and I tied two one-gallon cans on the back rack.  On top of that, I tied Matt’s duffle bag with the machete positioned on top, slid underneath two bungee cords.
 
   I got on the scooter and reached back with my right hand, sliding the machete out fast, just to be sure I could.  It was perfect.
 
   My stars remained in the belt around my waist, and in a freaky, fast-developing situation, I could get to four of them in a hurry.
 
   “You about set?  We need to bump this thing and get that battery chargin’,” said Sam.
 
   “Gotcha,” I said.  
 
   Sam looked outside.  The sun was no longer high in the sky; it was now sinking midway across the horizon.  “Looks like about three o’clock or so,” he said.  “Got an hour or two of daylight left, I guess.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’m traveling at night anymore,” I said.  “Seems the freaks like bonfires.”
 
   “Especially since the weeds are so tall,” said Sam.  “Freaks can pop out and be in front of you in a flash.”
 
   “Good point, dude,” I said.
 
   “Hold on,” said Sam.  
 
   I pushed the scooter forward off the center stand, and rolled toward the door on the freshly filled tires, as Sam pushed through the door.
 
   I sat there, my mind wandering as Sam, who I could tell was stoned, strolled outside and used a mini-sledgehammer he’d taken from the repair shop to smash in the skulls of a little dead girl and a large male zombie who had to be six-and-a-half feet tall.  He did both with the casual approach of an executioner who’d been doing the job for years.
 
   My emotions almost took me again, but I blinked them away and kicked the door open and rolled through.
 
   “I’ll push you and you bump it into gear,” said Sam.
 
   “Okay, bro.  Go!”
 
   He did, and I hit the key, dropping it into gear.  It gurgled twice and the motor caught for a second before dying.   I got off and turned it back toward open concrete.  
 
   “Again,” I said.   This time I ran alongside pushing the scooter, and Sam assisted from the back.  When I jumped on, I bumped it.  The engine fired up.
 
   “Yeah!” I shouted, 
 
   “Got it!” said Sam, smiling.
 
   The motor ran smoothly.  I sat on the bike and looked at Sam.  “You can’t turn it off, Nel,” he said.  “Not yet.”
 
   “I know.”  I looked at Sam.  I hated to be apart from him.  He had saved my life.  We’d been through hell and back over the past year, and every minute of it shone in his posture and his face.
 
   “Sam, dude,” I said.  “I love you like a brother, man.”
 
   “I feel the same, Nel,” he said.  “Concord, huh?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Got no idea what I’ll find there, but if you don’t find what you expect, maybe we can set up a meeting place if … well, if it’s as big a mess as everywhere else.”
 
   “Halfway between Indiana and New Hampshire?  I’m no geography major, but I’m guessin’ somewhere around Buffalo.”
 
   “Damn,” said Nel.  “New York.  Too many people.”
 
   “Not so much Buffalo,” said Sam.  “It’s pretty rural.  Or maybe Niagara Falls.  No borders anymore, right?”
 
   “Yeah, good point.  I’ve never seen the falls,” I said.  “Yeah, okay.  If I don’t find my gramps and there’s no reason to stay there, I’ll head on up.  Not near as many people in Canada, right?”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s cold like a witch’s tit,” said Sam.
 
   “I never got that,” I said.  “Just because they have occult powers doesn’t mean their boobs would be cold.”
 
   Sam laughed.  “Shit.  I gotta split up with you just when you’re gettin’ your sense of humor back.” 
 
   We got back to the store, grabbed our things, checked our maps to figure out our routes, and stood facing each other.
 
   “This sucks,” I said.  
 
   “Yeah,” said Sam.
 
   He hugged me, and I hugged him back.  I could feel that he felt the same as me.  We were both letting go of someone who had helped us through one of the hardest times in our lives.  
 
   “Wow,” I said.  “Sam, this is tough.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, his voice muffled, buried in my new Under Armour coat.  “I’m gonna miss you, Nel.”
 
   “Niagara, bro.  If I don’t find my gramps in Concord, I’m heading up there right after.”
 
   He pulled away and kept his hands on my shoulders, looking me in the eye.  His deep, brown eyes conveyed the man he was; caring and determined.  “I’ll see you there.  If I get there and you’re not there, I might head down to Concord.”
 
   “That’s a good bet, man,” I said.  “Take care of yourself and stay alive.  I’ll feel better knowing good men like you are out there.”
 
   He nodded as his eyes welled up.  Mine did, too.  I turned away and got on my scooter which was idling with a smooth, low purr.
 
   I put on a rainbow-colored helmet and pushed the scooter off the center stand.  I glanced back once more to see Sam getting into his car.  He held up a hand and I threw him my last wave.
 
   I didn’t know then if was the last time I’d ever see him, but I haven’t seen Sam Little – who was anything but little – since.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I rode, occasionally glancing back to see if for some reason Sam couldn’t stand to part with me and turned around, but he never showed.
 
   I kept my eyes peeled on the road ahead, and arrived at the onramp for the I-80 eastbound.
 
   The scooter ran perfectly.  I drove around 40 miles per hour, but not consistently.  There was a lot of junk to steer around in some places, and it was wide open highway in others.  
 
   It was almost 7:00 PM by the time I’d done 120 miles and figured it was time to fill the tank again and find a place for the night.
 
   I hit an off ramp and drove down slowly, scanning through the brush lining the narrow road as I approached the stop sign at the bottom.  To my left, the road stretched into tall trees on both sides of highway, the darkening sky above me telling me I didn’t have much time to search for shelter.
 
   To the right were some gas stations and what looked like a small motel.  I turned that way, re-checking my fuel gauge.  I still had like an 1/8th tank.  I drove and turned into the parking lot of the Crystal Dew Motel.
 
   The charge light had gone out, so I took a chance and turned off the scooter.  I immediately pushed the button again and it fired right up, the battery sounding strong.
 
   I cut the motor again, put down the kickstand and got off the bike.  Sliding the machete out of the bungees, I put it on the seat of the Aprilia as I unstrapped my helmet and took it off, hanging it from the handlebars.  I looked up to see I had stopped in front of room #13.  I laughed.  When we were kids, 13 was big; the thirteenth letter of the alphabet is M, so 13 became the symbolic number for marijuana.  
 
   Fate steps in again, I thought.
 
   I heard sounds coming from behind me and turned.  My heart ramped up as I saw a group of what had to be nine ghouls moving toward me.  I breathed in and out, calming myself.
 
   I picked up the machete and walked away from the scooter and the horde of what Hemp would later describe to me as abnormals, and moved into the center of the parking lot.  Sliding the long blade inside my belt until the hilt rested against the leather, I pulled out the baggie with the roach, now just a half-inch long in my fingers.
 
   I lit it and took a nice, long toke.  The horde, led by a man in pajama bottoms and no shirt, moved toward me.  I checked behind me every so often, and finished my smoke.
 
   Filling my lungs with the relatively fresh, cool air, I pulled the machete out and held it in my right hand.
 
   The group was staying together, so I watched their fluid motion as they worked their ways toward me; the lead had now been taken by a creature that might have been male or female.  It was shorter than the rest, but had almost no skin on its upper body and blue jean cargo shorts covered its other privates.  
 
   I stared at it, deciding it was indeed a woman, or a girl.  Her hair was green and purple – what remained of it.   I gripped the machete as they drew to within fifteen feet.
 
   I bent down and did some quick stretches, then raised my arms over my head, the blade held high, and twisted right, then left.   I bent sideways at my waist, then the other direction.
 
   I heard stuff crack, but I felt loose.
 
   Then I ran.  Toward the group.  I encircled them, moving in with quick strikes.  I kicked at a young girl and broke her legs, bringing the long blade down on her head as she fell toward me.
 
   Back away I ran.  The crowd was no longer moving to where I had once stood; now they all turned, trying to reach me.  I bolted in, holding my machete with both hands.  With a jabbing motion, I stabbed it through the head of a near-skeletal freak who had lost his nose at some point.  
 
   My blade penetrated exactly where it should’ve been, and a small cluster of some sort of gnats took wing as my machete disturbed their meal.
 
   I felt supercharged as I spun around and swiped my blade through the air, working around the diminishing horde like a border collie chasing livestock.  Two more well-aimed hacks with the long knife, and a pair of walking dead women went down, causing three others to stumble over them.   
 
   As they scrambled to get back to their feet, I took advantage, hacking their heads off their bodies with three well-placed slices.  On the last one, I heard my blade ring off the concrete, and I felt reverberation in my hands.
 
   Dodging backward, I could now count there were five remaining.  I looked around.
 
   “Yeah, good,” I said aloud, my own voice sounding strange to me.  Beginning my circle again, feeling the weight of the long ride and my entire ordeal press in on me, I wanted to be done.  
 
   The next five kills are impossible to share with you.  I don’t remember them at all.  I know I held that machete in my hand and I know that when every last body lay completely still, save for a couple of the heads that lay facing the sky, their teeth forever gnashing, I started to cry.
 
   I turned away from the black-bloody scene and felt my body wracked with sobs.  Auto pilot must have kicked in, because the next thing I remember I was in a motel room, lying on my back in a queen sized bed, wondering when my tears would stop.
 
   Sherri, dying in the food truck outside of her father’s home.  Matt being crushed by the zombie that leapt from Domenic’s window.  Etched in my brain was the image of Nancy on top of the rotter by force, sacrificing her life to escape the horror being inflicted on her.
 
   Then, in my shattered mind, I saw little Domenic himself, changed into one of the creatures that wiped out his family.
 
   Last, my heart was shattered because of what I had allowed Heather to do; take her own life.  
 
   My body shook with so much grief that I didn’t think I’d be able to survive it.  I lay there in that bed and let my tears come, and I wasn’t sure they’d ever stop.  
 
   I heard screams that jolted me upright, only realizing at that moment that it had been me making the sounds.  This frightened and concerned me; I thought I might be going insane.  I found my hands going up to touch the dreadlocks that Heather had woven into my hair.  That didn’t help.
 
   I felt utterly alone and I realized then that I was afraid; Not for the first time, of course, but still afraid.  I had pushed the fear away so many times because after all I’d been through, I knew I should’ve learned to be brave.   I should’ve toughened up enough to handle anything.
 
   Maybe my younger years had helped me cope to that point, or at least allowed me to push things down inside myself until I had a few moments to deal with them.  It’s what I always did as a kid, too.  Take care of my mom for the moment and worry about Nelson Moore later, on my own time.
 
   It made sense.  This was my Nelson time.  This was my time to grieve and to allow my mind to remember all that had happened and to absorb and accept those things as over and done with.  
 
   Now it had to be about me and my Grampa Jim.
 
   Taking a deep, stuttering breath, I sat up on the bed, swinging my legs to the floor.  My body was physically wiped out from hours of nonstop grief, but when I stood again, I felt it drain away.
 
   My face, which had felt hot and red, began to cool.  I walked around the room, the beams of moonlight illuminating the small space with their soft, glowing yellow light.  
 
   I moved along the wall, running my fingers through the thick coat of dust that layered the dresser and television, then went back to the bed and sat, looking around.  I was surprised to see the bags that had been strapped to the scooter on the floor by the door.  I had a small, battery-powered camping light in there, but I didn’t need it with the ambient moonlight.
 
   I realized that I must’ve been in a trance when I’d come in.  I looked at the door and saw that the jamb was splintered, telling me I kicked it open.  The flip-lock was latched, so I turned back to the bed and stripped the bedspread off, tossing it aside and watching the dust particles dance in the moonbeams.
 
   I slept a dreamless sleep.  
 
   It’s how I like it these days.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Late January, 2013
 
    
 
   Over the next month, I drove onward, toward Concord.  My scooter ran perfectly, and as I needed to, I stopped to maintain it.   Oil, fuel, pumping more air into my tires.   It was perfect.  I got around the jumbles of cars, occasionally having to lift it over, but always getting through.
 
   I’d even taken some handcuffs off a deteriorated cop I passed.  His car door was hanging open, and his body was just a skeleton with a police uniform on.  The bones had been picked so clean by bugs and animals that they looked fake.  I grabbed his handcuffs and keys on a whim.  I’d pretty much lost faith in the goodness of mankind, and if I needed to talk to someone who didn’t want to have a conversation, I figured I might need them.
 
   There were some moments – maybe when I overindulged in pot – when I rode along, my mind everywhere and nowhere at the same time, imagining I was high above myself, watching my scooter with me aboard from way up high, heading relentlessly eastward.
 
   Those were the moments I seemed to be most in tune with the path ahead of me, as though I used some sort of omniscient vision that allowed me to know what lay ahead.
 
   I arrived in New Hampshire after what was about a 600 mile ride.  Because I had taken precautions and had stopped for much-needed rest on a regular basis, it took me just under a month to get there.  Yeah, I could’ve done it faster, but I’d made it too far to be careless, and whatever was in Concord would likely still be there, even if it took me a bit longer to drag my ass there.
 
   It was cold as hell when I passed the sign that said Welcome To New Hampshire: The Granite State.  I swear, as I passed that sign, I felt a thousand pound weight lift from my shoulders, and I smiled.
 
   I’d finally made it.
 
   I continued riding north, my scooter droning along, my acquired clothing keeping me warm as the wind made every effort to slice through it.
 
   I passed a sign that said Merrimack County, and a little way after that, I was welcomed to Hooksett, New Hampshire.
 
   When I hit town, my gas was low, but I had made it.  As far as I could tell from my map, Concord was less than fifteen miles to the north, but I knew I needed a stop.  Fuel, food, and a weed tune-up, as Sam had called it.
 
   I rode up the Everett Turnpike, also known as Interstate 93 north, and got off at Hackett River Road and crossed a wide river called the Merrimack.  I recalled that I’d have to get on the other side to get into Concord, from the last trip to see my Gramps a bunch of years before.
 
   When I crossed, I hung a right on Main Street, seeing signs that directed visitors there for fuel and food.
 
   In my little rear view mirror I caught sight of a car, but lost it around a curve.  I quickly pulled over and tucked myself behind some brush, making sure no zombies were cruising the area.
 
   Less than a minute later, a car passed by with a woman at the wheel, and another man and woman inside.
 
    “Whoa,” I said aloud, watching what looked like an undercover cop car, but with a machine gun mounted on top of it, continue past me.
 
   I’d had my share of crazies.  I wasn’t taking any more chances.  Still, I pulled back onto the road.  They were coming from the direction of Concord.  If they weren’t bad folks, maybe they knew my Grampa Jim.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I was able to take a side road detour to get off Main Street, and approached Riley’s Guns from the south.  The car, which I could now see was a Crown Victoria, was parked in the parking lot.  Nobody was inside.
 
   I scanned the area and saw a large steel structure behind the gun shop.  It was a good place to stay out of sight, but not until I figured out whether these were good people or more strangers to be feared and avoided.  If they had come from Concord and they were not good people, I knew they could’ve hurt or killed my Grampa Jim.
 
   Worst case scenario, I would follow them back to Concord at a distance and figure things out from there.
 
   I parked the scooter in the street and ran and climbed up a low hill bordering the parking lot, just about twenty feet from the car, but well-concealed.
 
   My plan was rewarded in just a few minutes.  A tall, brunette woman came out of the gun shop and got inside her car.  She was in there for a few minutes, and I saw a dead head walking up to her.
 
   “What’s she gonna do?” I said aloud in a whisper.  I pulled out a throwing star in case she got in trouble.  I had to assume she was alright, anyway.  I wouldn’t just stand by and watch her get eaten by a zombie.
 
   As I watched, she got out of the car on the driver’s side.  The rotter was pressed against the passenger side front window, and she just walked right up behind it.
 
   I almost shit.  I watched, fascinated.  She stood right behind it, her gun in her hand.  She leaned forward, put her mouth near the thing’s ear, and said something that I couldn’t hear.
 
   She said it to the zombie.    I squinted, trying to sharpen my vision; the thing had to be a zombie, from the way it moved.   It didn’t turn and try to get her.  It was almost as if she were invisible.
 
   I had to get answers.  I’d been at a disadvantage too long, and if this woman could do that, she might use it against me, too.  I decided then I’d force her to tell me what she could do.
 
   I drew my arm back and stood.  With a difficult overhead throw, I whizzed the star toward the creature.  The sweet spot on their heads wasn’t big, but the wind was nothing and I’d taken down zombies from greater than twenty  feet before.
 
   Dead hit.  The rotter teetered and went down.
 
   By the time the lady turned around, I was behind her.  I gave her a fast chop to the right side of her neck that temporarily paralyzed her; I applied a quick kick to the back of her leg as she spun and dropped into my waiting arms.  
 
   Resting her against me, I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out the cuffs, securing her arms behind her back.
 
   She was groggy, but came back to full alert fast.  I was already pushing her toward the rear building by the time she was aware again.
 
   “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.
 
   “Kidnapping you, I guess,” I said.  I really didn’t have any plan, so it was my best shot at what I had in mind.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “You were talkin’ to that zombie, and I gotta know how.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   The woman spun around and raised a leg to kick me in the balls, but I shifted to the left and quickly kicked into her legs, folding her again to the ground.
 
   She stared up at me.  “I don’t know who you are, but I wasn’t doing what you think.”
 
   “C’mon and get up,” I said, taking her by the arm.   She got to her feet and butted me with her shoulder.
 
   “My friends are gonna be pissed,” she said.  
 
   “Well, I’ll deal with them when I get you taken care of.”
 
   “Look, we’re just getting guns.  Nothing else.   Not to hurt anyone else.”
 
   “I’ve heard stuff like that before, chick,” I said.   “Doesn’t always turn out that way.”
 
   I pushed her inside the building, which looked like a tack shop.  Hay, leather, saddles.   A few vertical pillars supporting the building.  I moved her to one almost to the end.   “Sit down, okay?”
 
   “I’m fucking serious.  They will hurt you, kid.  You seem like a nice guy.”
 
   She sat down.  I gave her a quick chop to the neck, placed to make her see spots for a moment or two.  When her eyes rolled back, I unlocked one handcuff and moved her arms behind the pillar, securing her wrist again.
 
   She was already awake as I ratcheted it in place.
 
   “What the hell did you do to me?”
 
   “Just a little trick I learned,” I said.  “I’ll be right back.
 
   “Don’t hurt them!” she called.   
 
   That was good.  It meant I stood a chance, anyway.  She knew them; I didn’t.
 
   I pushed through the door to see them already by the car.  As I moved away from the building, the door slammed.
 
   I’d forgotten it was on a spring.  I ducked into the brush to the left and skirted my way to the point where I’d staked out my current captive.
 
   The two, who I knew had been inside the gun shop when I took their friend, looked worried.  It only increased when they couldn’t find the woman I had taken.  I pulled my arm back.  Putting a throwing star into the side of their car would prove that I was a force to be reckoned with.
 
   I flung the star as hard as I could, knowing it had to penetrate the metal door of the car.  The zinnnggg! of the star as it flew was countered by the dull thud it made when it impacted the car, and the ting … ting … ting sound it made as it fell to the asphalt.
 
   Something was different about that car.
 
   I went down and met Dave Gammon and Charlie Chatsworth.  They told me that the woman I had in my custody was Gem Cardoza, and that her husband would kick the shit out of me for what I’d done.
 
   You know the rest.  It was included in our fourth book of chronicles.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “How’re you doing, Nel?” asked Gem, coming into the room.  
 
   I jerked my head around.  “Oh, hi, Gem.  I didn’t hear you come in.”
 
   “Lita let me in.  I told her I wanted to surprise you.  Rachel told me yesterday you were nearly done with your story.”
 
   “I just caught up to where we met.”
 
   “At Riley’s Guns?”
 
   “Yeah.  I got it written from the time this whole thing hit until I found you that day.”
 
   Gem came in and sat down.  She was wearing faded blue jeans and a red, v-neck tee shirt.  Her hair, once almost pure black, was streaked with gray, and her skin had the creases of a woman who had lived over a decade and a half in a world where zombies existed, but she was still beautiful, both in body and spirit.
 
   I knew I looked far more timeworn than when we’d first met, too.
 
   “You mind if I read it?” she asked.
 
   “You made me write it,” I said.  “I’d be kinda pissed if you didn’t wanna read it.”
 
   “Have a bowl,” she said, taking the stack of spiral-bound notebooks.  “You deserve it.  These all full?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Took me over a year and a half to get to you guys.”
 
   “I keep forgetting that,” said Gem.  “You had a lot to tell.”
 
   “I did.  More than I even wanted to remember, I guess.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ever want to talk about it?” she asked.
 
   I sighed.  “Read that and I think you’ll know.  Since nobody else really told the part about settling into Kingman, I think I might tell some of that story, too.”
 
   She nodded.  “Good.  We’re still here, so it’s definitely an important part of our whole story.   Anyway, it might take me overnight to read these.  You mind?  You need a break?”
 
   “I don’t need them anymore,” I said.  “That part of the story’s finished.  It gets kinda happier from there on.”
 
   Gem looked at me.  “You’ve almost got me worried, Nel,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, Gem.  I’ll warn you now.  It was hard to write, but I think it’s gonna be harder to read.”
 
   Gem nodded and said nothing.  She stood, leaned over and kissed the top of my head and left the room, my stack of notebooks in her arms.
 
   I went into the front room to be with Rachel and our little girl, Lita.  
 
   Her name wasn’t short for anything.   I always dug the singer and guitarist, Lita Ford, so I suggested it and Rachel agreed.  She was born on April 3, 2019.  She’s nine years old now.
 
   Charlie approved of her name.  She says Lita was badass.  My Lita’s badass, too, but a sweet child just the same.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I didn’t sleep very well that night.  It took me a couple of weeks to write my whole story down, working with pens that kept running dry.   Can’t blame Bic, though.  They were old.
 
   Writing the last part had drained me, but good.  All the emotion just poured out of me, and even my regular weed hits before bedtime didn’t work.
 
   Around 3:00 AM, I heard a sound in the house, and my hand moved to my little Ruger 380 LCP.  I didn’t keep a round chambered because of Lita, but I kept it tucked beneath my pillow and I could be ready fast.
 
   “Nelson,” came a whisper.  
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “It’s Gem.”
 
   “Hi, Gem,” said Rachel, her voice thick with sleep.
 
   “What’s up?  Everything okay?” I asked.
 
   Gem didn’t answer.  I heard her crying in the dark, though.
 
   “Gem?”  I got out of bed and pulled on my jeans, that despite Rachel’s wishes, stayed on the floor by the bed.
 
   “Oh, Nel,” she said through her tears.
 
   I walked toward the door, my eyes adjusting to the dark by then.  I felt Gem’s arms wrap tight around my neck.  I could hardly breathe.
 
   “Jeez, does Flex know you’re here?” 
 
   “He’s an old fart with hair in his ears now,” she said.  “I can sneak out whenever I like.”
 
   We’d walked out to the front room where I hit the button on a battery-powered lamp.   
 
   “Holy crap, do you look like shit,” I said.
 
   “Thanks a lot,” said Gem, her eyes puffy and her face red.  “It’s your fucking fault.”
 
   “I told you it’d be hard to read,” I said.
 
   “I’m finished,” she said.
 
   “That was fast.  The end is the worst part.”
 
   “No,” she corrected me.  “The end is the best part because it’s when you found us, and your granddad.”
 
   “I stand corrected,” I said.  “The last quarter is the hardest part.”
 
   “Nel, I knew about Heather.  I never knew about that sick fuck.”
 
   “Maestro brought back memories, Gem,” I said.  “Guy freaked me out almost worse than that Abaddon dude.”
 
   “The apocalypse brings out the worst in some, Nel,” she said.  “It brought out the best in men like you.”
 
   “I’d have never called myself a man when all that was happening.  I was just a kid when this all started, it feels like.”
 
   “We’ve all grown up.  Shit, I’m an old lady.”
 
   “Be glad you made it there,” I said.  “And you’re a hot old lady.”
 
   “I heard that,” said Rachel from the bedroom.
 
   “We’re found out!” said Gem, a smile in her voice.  “Anyway, Nel.  Stand up.”
 
   “Is it hug time?” 
 
   “Does a zombie shit in the woods?” 
 
   “Not sure they shit at all,” I said, standing.
 
   She put her arms around me and held me there in the dimly lit room.
 
   “Thank you, Nelson,” she whispered.  “You might not have been able to undo what that mad fucker did, but you got that girl out of there so that worse things wouldn’t happen to her.  You risked your life to do it, which makes you among the best men I know.”
 
   “Shit,” I said, feeling the tears welling up.  “I thought I was done crying.  Just writing about Kingman now.”
 
   Gem pulled away, her open palms on my cheeks.  “There were some hard times then, too.  We lost some.”
 
   “Don’t take this wrong, Gem,” I said.  “We didn’t lose one of my family.  You, and Flex and everyone I’ve been with since we left Concord.  If I lost any one of you … I don’t know.  I don’t think I’d want to go on.”
 
   “You went on when we lost Flexy,” 
 
   “That was the hardest time since Heather,” I said.  “Gem, I don’t even know how you can smile anymore.”
 
   Gem took a deep breath, and now tears welled in her eyes.  “Nelson, I can smile because I hear his voice in my head everyday, sounding so much like his father.  I close my eyes and I can smell him, see his face, and I remember every moment with him, almost like my memory is as good as yours.  I refuse to let him die, Nel.”
 
   “But it’s not the same, Gem,” I said, and my heart was heavy, wishing I could see Flex Sheridan Jr. again.  He’d been such a young man … sweet, but tough and kinda pigheaded like his dad, whom I loved so much.
 
   “He’s here,” she said, patting her heart.  “Every second of every day.”
 
   “Thanks, Gem.”
 
   She picked the notebooks up from the coffee table and gave them to me.  “Here.  Thank you, Nel.  Now go to sleep.  You’ve got some more writing to do.”
 
   So.  It’s almost a decade after we arrived in our home – maybe the safest place in the world – Kingman, Kansas.
 
   Now I’ll take you back a ways.  You deserve to know this stuff.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The Settling Of Kingman, Kansas – March, 2018
 
    
 
   It feels kinda like I’m starting over, now that you know my whole back story.  
 
   You probably know a guy named Maestro played hell on the minds of everyone in Kingman for a while; what that crazy dude didn’t realize is what the citizens of our thriving community were willing to do to save not only our people, but our home.
 
   From the time we left Whitmire, we pretty much wandered around, doing what we could to stay alive.  It was a fairly large group, too, so it wasn’t an easy feat.  We stayed on the move, basically zombie killing nomads, for years.  I think we were afraid to settle in one place for fear it would all start again.
 
   We did go to Flex’s place after our experience in Whitmire.  Flex figured we’d learned enough about the zombies that his home would be easily defensible, plus Hemp wanted to check out the CDC again and see if he could get another mobile lab to replace the one he’d lost in the hurricane.
 
   So that’s where we went.  We did our best to secure the tree line and it was a nice, large house, so with some additional construction, we accommodated most everyone.
 
   Some of the others stayed in some of the homes closer to Flex and Gem’s.
 
   Isis and Max would eventually interrupt our temporary bliss and put us back on the road and back to work.
 
   As she got older, she learned more about her powers; most importantly, she learned how to fully quell her siren call.  That didn’t happen until she was three years old, in 2015.  Max did not gain the ability to control it until a couple of years later, when he turned four.  
 
   It made the difference though.  It was 2018 when Isis and Max had their little secret meeting and called a gathering of the rest of us.
 
   Yeah, I was totally questioning whether to attend a meeting called by five and six-year-olds, but hey – it’s a new world, and while they were smart, talking babies, they were really, really smart pre-adolescent kids.  They weren’t even that for as long as other kids, but I think you heard about that in our seventh chronicle.  The whole precocious puberty thing.
 
   Anyway, over the years before that day, some of our group died, some left to get as far away from Max and Isis as possible, and others just settled along the way.
 
   If you ask me, all the important people came with us.  Important to me and Rachel, anyway.  I really never held it against anyone for leaving, because until they learned how to drop what Isis calls a shade over the siren call, they’d been drawing zombies to us like flies to shit.
 
   We were the shit.  Just thought I’d clarify that.
 
   Anyway, those little geniuses were sure about Kansas.  Really sure.  Everyone, including Flex, Gem, Hemp and Charlie, knew those tikes were smarter than the rest of us, so we headed to Kansas.  They helped us pick Kingman, too.
 
   Now I’m gonna tell you the story of getting there from where we were, about a thousand miles away.
 
   Settling the town wasn’t easy, but it was so worth it;  Isis and Max had been so damned right about other crap that we didn’t even wanna chance doubting them when they said go to Kansas.
 
   So, without any real explanations, Hemp and Flex and the others started analyzing towns until we found one that looked relatively easy to lock down against the hordes.  That depended on how easy it would be to fence and fortify.
 
   Flex called it fortifencication, but even I knew that wasn’t a real word.  What Isis didn’t tell us – and I think we all get that it was intentional – was that she wanted our new home to be a starting point for her and Max to pull Mothers and Hungerers from different parts of the country.   It’s why she wanted a central location.  
 
   Nope, neither she nor Max shared that at first.  They let us know in no uncertain terms how important this location was, but that’s it.
 
   As it turns out, geographically, it is pretty centered and the weather is mild enough when tornadoes don’t threaten.
 
   From reading our seventh chronicle, you know that we fenced the town, diverted the river for power and water, and we dug a large, deep pit with hydraulic killing shafts and urushiol sprayers.  
 
   It was quite an accomplishment.  We had never been safer.   Following the attack by Maestro, we have regained our confidence in our defenses.  
 
   Kingman is secure.  Here’s how we got that way.  This should pick up after Flex and Gem’s chronicle called “The Gathering Storm.”  It was our sixth historical volume.
 
   So, wow.  I get to tell you what happened in Kingman.  It’s a lot of zombie killing, but it was also a ton of building and a crapload of landscaping.
 
    I’ll start as we were approaching what has turned out to be our home for going on ten years.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What’s with all the dumb street names?” I asked, riding in the back seat with Trina and Rachel.   I was in the middle and Rach was on my left.   Rachel was pregnant by then, but I didn’t know.
 
   Trina, who was ready to turn thirteen years old at the time, sat on my right, which is why my right arm was sore.  I’ll explain later.
 
   Gem drove the Crown Victoria with Flex in the passenger seat.  Breaking all the rules, little Flexy, approaching age five,  rode between them.
 
   “Whatcha mean?” asked Flex, turning to look at me.  
 
   I held the Thomas’ Guide street atlas on my lap.
 
   “WD Avenue, WE Avenue, WF Avenues.  Boring stuff.  We oughta rename ‘em.”
 
   “Slow down, homeboy,” said Gem.  “Might be some survivors there who like the names and know their way around.”
 
   “Gotta be organized in a grid,” said Flex.  “Boring, but if you get the layout, it’s easy to know where you are and how to get home.”
 
   “I guess,” I said.  “So I get it that the talking tikesters got us out of trouble in Whitmire.  I’m just not sure why she wants to go to Kansas all of a sudden when we were doing so good in Lula.”
 
   Flex turned in the seat.  “It’s about the location,” said Flex.  “They’ve got a job to do.  I think they knew it from the day they were born.”
 
   “It’s a strange thing to think about,” said Rachel.  “being born into a world like this one with that connection to the natural enemy of humans.  I wonder if she ever struggles with it.”
 
   “Not that I can tell,” said Gem.  “I’ve never known such a strong person.  She’s literally unflappable.  Max, too.”
 
   “Max is starting out the same,” I said.  “But I’m kinda sad that they booted us out of our comfort zone in Lula.  I just hope she’ll hold off on calling them until we get to … where, Kingman?”
 
    “Yeah, Kingman,” said Rachel.  
 
   “Thanks,” I said.  “Anyway, I hope they can keep ‘em away until we get the place secured.”
 
   “I can’t wait to get there  How far was this?  Like 1,000 miles?” asked Trina.
 
   “Just over that,” said Gem.  “I should charge you guys gas money.”
 
   “Gas, grass or ass,” I said.  “Nobody rides for free.”
 
   “I have a full tank and the ass to my right is mine,” said Gem.  “I’ll take grass.”
 
   “Speakin’ of which,” I said, looking at Trina.  “You’re the reason I can’t have a bowl.  They’re worried about second-hand smoke.”
 
   “Smoking’s bad for you anyway,” said Trina.  Then:  “Ha!  Wrecked car!”
 
   She punched me in the arm, hard.
 
   “Ouch!” I said, and I wasn’t kidding.  “Jeez, Trina!  I’ve told you for like the last hundred punches that I’m not playing!”
 
   “Why not?” asked Trina.  “It’s a game.  Deal.”
 
   “He’s told you why a hundred times, too,” said Flex.  “Because he has a problem punching little girls.”
 
   “I’m a tough little girl!” said Trina.  “If you’d have played Fuck Off with me I wouldn’t have been looking for wrecked cars.”
 
   “Problem is, there’s a wrecked car every 1/8th mile, chick.  Plus, I played Fuck Off with you like the first six hundred miles.”
 
   Trina shrugged.  “Tay plays as long as I want.”
 
   “Hey, look!” said Gem.  “That sign says we’re two miles outside of Kingman!”
 
   “Yea!” shouted Trina.  “Is this our last stop?”
 
   “Until it isn’t,” said Flex.  “Hope that’s a ways down the road.”
 
   “No shit,” said Gem.  
 
   “Whoa,” I said.  “Kansas.”
 
   “That’s right,” said Gem.  “Where were Heather’s parents supposed to be?”
 
   “Her mom,” I said.  “She was in Garden City.”
 
   Gem’s right arm came over the seat and she took my hand and squeezed it.  I hadn’t told her much about the story by then.  Only that Heather was killed along the way.
 
   “Everybody, lock and load,” said Flex.  “It’s our first gander at our new home.  Always interesting to see what’s become of a town after seven years of zombies.  Gonna be lots of cleanup I’d bet.”
 
   As I checked my pack of stars and chambered a round in the Glock I carried then, we passed a couple of mobile homes, and a radiator and welding shop on the left.  There were several open fields that had grown tall with weeds.  I knew from reading about it that there was a ton of farmland around us.
 
   “Wrecked dump truck!” shouted Trina, punching me hard on the arm.
 
   “Damn, Trina!” I shouted.  “That was too hard!”
 
   “It was a big dump truck,” she said.  “It called for a much bigger punch.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be tired?”
 
   “I should be, but I’m excited now.  We’re home!”
 
   “Still gotta find a house,” said Flex.  “And expect there’s gonna be some clearin’ to do, too.  Trina, you get ready, too.”
 
   “Can’t we just hit someplace safe for now and get started on it tomorrow?” I asked.
 
   “Nel, it’s only like two o’clock in the afternoon,” said Rachel.
 
   “Hold on, everyone,” said Gem, slowing the Crown Victoria.  “I’m going to use the cow catcher here for a sec.”
 
   None of us asked what she meant.  We could tell from the three zombies in the roadway ahead.  
 
   “I’m gonna go slow,” she said.  “Rachel, you get whatever goes left.  Flex, you got the right.”
 
   “I got it, mom!” said Trina, holding up her .22 long-barreled revolver.  It had become her favorite gun because it didn’t throw brass everywhere and it had a soft trigger pull.  She could fire it in rapid succession.
 
   “Okay, but don’t miss,” said Gem.
 
   “Shit,” said Flex, rolling his window back up.  “No fair.”
 
   “Dad!” laughed Trina.  “You’re hilarious when you’re moping.”
 
   “Focus, Trini,” he said.
 
   “I can do this with my eyes closed,” she said, biting her bottom lip as she aimed her revolver.
 
   “Get ready!” said Gem.
 
   I watched as she plowed into them.  Two were females; one of them wore a bright pink top that said PINK on the front.  The other was only wearing a filthy white skirt and was otherwise nude.
 
   The male’s left ankle got clipped by the catcher, and he flipped forward, slamming his face on the hood.   Gem cranked the wheel hard right, and gave Rachel a target.  
 
   She had taken her seatbelt off and I swear, my girl practically stood in the back seat of that Ford and her head didn’t reach the headliner.  She fired twice as we rolled on past the now dead ghoul.
 
   I heard several pops from my right and Trina was also on her feet with her upper body out the window.  She leaned way out and fired one round after another, and after the tenth pop!, she sat back down and turned her face up to me, smiling.  “They’re deader’n shit.”
 
   “Shit’s pretty dead,” I said.
 
   “I know,” she responded.  “Dead and stinky.  Like them.”
 
   “Alright, I give, Nel,” said Gem.  “Every hour riding in a car is like three hours doing anything else.  We could all probably use some rest in a bed.”
 
   “Cowabunga!” I shouted.  I wasn’t sure why.  It just hit me.
 
   Trina looked at me.  “You are one of a kind, Moore,” she said.
 
   I stared at her.  “How did you get so cool?”
 
   “You met my folks?  Flex and Gem?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I said.
 
   “Hang a right here.  Looks like residential,” said Flex.
 
   Gem turned, checking the rear view mirror to make sure Punch’s grape GTO and Hemp’s lab were keeping up.
 
   “A few walkers,” I said.  “Not bad.”
 
   “If this town’s like any other, maybe lots of ‘em are still trapped in their houses.  They won’t have any vapor, so that’s good,” said Flex.
 
   “Just makes for extra careful searches,” said Rachel.  “The starved ones might be weak, but they’re not hesitant when they see you.  In for the kill.”
 
   “Too many people have died that way,” said Gem.  “Buddy system on clearing homes.”
 
   Satisfied that Kingman, while overgrown, appeared to be a decent community to set up, we followed my suggestion.
 
   We found a motel.  There was only one; we got back to the road we came in on, and it was the first one we hit.  The Welcome Inn.
 
   There were only a few occupants who had stayed past their check-out time in the motel.  All of them were dead.  We made sure they were deader.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   We didn’t waste any time the next morning.  Isis and Max were sure this was the place, so we planned to take it on like we’d taken on our last community, only on a way bigger scale.  In Whitmire we were spread out, and we stayed away from the actual town.  Here, we were going for it.
 
   Rachel and I had been awake for hours by the time the knock came on our door.  I felt grungy and would’ve liked to take Rach to the Nelson House of Bliss, but it was closed and locked up until I had a bath.  We made out a little, though, because we still had toothpaste and toothbrushes.
 
   I dug her.  She was a smart, compact girl and I’m still not sure what she sees in me.  Nice boobs, too, on the small side like I like ‘em.
 
   I liked that she was smart.  The smart ones never gave me much of a chance.   I guess Rachel not being able to get away from me, like in California, is what I always needed to have the time to get under a chick’s skin.
 
   Anyway.  I loved her already, I can tell you that.  I was doing my best not to screw it up.
 
   Flex was the first to show up, and said we were meeting in room 24 in half an hour.
 
   When Rach and I walked in, everyone gave us tired smiles and waves.  It was just dawn, and I figured everyone had been awake a while.
 
   “Okay, that’s everyone,” said Flex.   “Hemp, you wanna start?”
 
   “Sure, why not?” he said, smiling. “Welcome to Kingman, everyone.  I know we haven’t gotten around very much yet., but after our initial drive through, it looks like something we can handle if we approach it with common sense.”
 
   “I’ve got some experience clearing out bad guys,” said Punch.  “I might be of help organizing the search grid.”
 
   “Excellent,” said Hemp.  “But until the town perimeter is secure, and with Isis here, we will ultimately face the same thing as we did in Whitmire.”
 
   “Good point,” said Flex.  “We’re gonna have to fence it.  You were studying it, Hemp.  How much has to be done?”
 
   “It’s hard to say exactly, since the map we were looking at did not show terrain or buildings, but I’ve estimated around 1-1/2 miles square.”
 
   “That’s a lot of fence,” said Dave.  “Where do we get materials?”
 
   “We can remove fence from other places,” said Punch.  “Repurpose it.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Flex.  “It’s gonna be a trick to find six miles of good fencing, strong enough to keep back the hordes.”
 
   “I’ve been considering something,” said Hemp.  “A pit of sorts.  Using the path of least resistance philosophy, I’m hoping we can determine the primary roads and paths the mothers and hungerers will enter the area, and then direct them.”
 
   “Into a pit?” asked Gem.   Charlie sat beside her on the bed, Max using her for a backrest.
 
   Max was interesting to me, because while he really didn’t sleep, he seemed to sometimes just turn off, kinda like a robot.  His eyes would stare blankly ahead, and if you said even the softest word to him, he’d respond.  He was always listening and processing information.
 
   “What I’ve conceived is not a burning pit like the one we had in Whitmire.  It’s a killing pit,” said Hemp.  
 
   I was pretty sure I saw a sly smile on his face.  He went on after he tried to get rid of it.
 
   “I’ve been considering it for some time – pretty much the entire drive here.  It’s pretty out there, even for me.”
 
   “So what’s why you were quiet,” said Charlie.
 
   “Yes, maybe.  I’m torn between utter bliss because my wife and son are healthy, and determination to make sure we all stay that way, despite this bold relocation.”  Hemp glanced at Isis and smiled.  She smiled back.
 
   “It’s not actually as risky as it seems,” said Isis.  “Not now that Max and I can subdue our call to the Mothers.”
 
   Isis was six years old, but she looked around twelve.  Her intelligence was off the charts.  She had Bug’s and Dave’s intense, blue eyes, barely visible beneath the permeating, perpetual red.
 
   “We love and trust you, Isis,” said Hemp.  “I only mean to say that any change can be difficult, particularly in a world like this one.”
 
   “Like what one?” asked Isis, with a wink.
 
   “Touché,” said Hemp.  “This is the world as you know it.”
 
   Now, when people said touché, I’ve never been sure what it meant.   Even I knew what Isis meant. 
 
   “Pit.  Keep talkin’,” said Flex, smiling, too.
 
   “Okay.  It will be a killing pit.  I’m thinking urushiol, perhaps some of the estrogen blocker utilized somehow.  And some hydraulics.”
 
   “I’ll help how I can,” said Flex.  “With the electrical.”
 
   “That will be important,” said Hemp.  “Solar will be our saving grace.  Nobody is mining coal, and nobody is refining oil, so we have to find ways to create and conserve energy.”
 
   “All the while, while these things are getting built, we have to kill zombies,” said Charlie.
 
   “Yes, and if we’re thinking in the long-term, it increases the importance of the pit,” said Hemp.  “After the fence, it should be our number one priority.”
 
   “Where to put it?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, how do we know where they’ll come from?” asked Gem.
 
   “The population centers,” said Hemp.  “Kansas is very rural outside of Kansas City, Wichita, Overland Park and Topeka, places like that, but I think, if we find the proper location and the equipment to dig it, that it will be a very effective way to trap and kill them in large numbers.”
 
   “Don’t forget Olathe, dude,” I said.  “My Uncle Paco lived there until he died.”
 
   “Paco?” asked Serena.  “Is that short for something?” 
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Larry.”
 
   “You’ll have to share that story someday,” said Serena, smiling.
 
   Rachel took my hand and squeezed it and I shut up.  I get sign language.
 
   “Ultimately, we’ll have to take advantage of the pull that Isis and Max have, along with the pull that Lola is capable of.”
 
   Charlie sat up and eyed Hemp, a doubtful look on her face.  
 
   “We’ll be safe about it,” assured Hemp.
 
   “What exactly are you thinkin’, Hemp?” asked Bug, concern on his face.  He sat next to his daughter.
 
   “Well, once established, we can find a way to position Max and Isis – and chaperones, until they’re old enough – over the top of the pit.  I may not have explained it well enough.  It will be dug down, perhaps five or six feet, but it will also be enclosed with a fence right at its edge so there is no place to climb and gain purchase.  A smooth wall leading to a tall fence.”
 
   “They can’t fly, professor,” I said.  I looked around.  Nobody was nodding or calling out “That’s right!” so it hit me that I had again just stated the obvious.  “But you know that,” I added.
 
   Hemp laughed and said, “I know, Nelson.  I was thinking more like a catwalk of sorts, or a platform.  They spend a certain number of hours there per week and draw them in.  We kill them.  We use our little sirens’ ability to beckon them to our advantage – we corral them, in a fashion.”
 
   “So first thing is to clear this town,” said Gem.  “Next, we arm everyone and send people out to hunt down and log locations of fencing.  What next?”
 
   “Not just fencing,” said Hemp.  “We’re going to reinforce it.  Seven feet tall at a minimum, with barbed wire looping along the top, for every inch of it.   We can blend chain link with other fencing, but if it’s chain link, we use two layers.  I want as much strength as possible.”
 
   “Baby, let’s go find a nice house, first thing,” said Flex.  “I want all the moms hangin’ out there until we get a scope on this town.”
 
   “Don’t play Ward F. Cleaver with me,” said Gem.
 
   “What’s the F stand for?” asked Flex.
 
   “Fuckin’ … what else?”
 
   “Good fuckin’ point.  But seriously.  Once we find it, you guys can start makin’ it livable.  Charlie, maybe you and Hemp wanna do the same thing before we get started.  I’d like it if we could find one close to one another.  I’m kinda gettin’ used to havin’ you as neighbors.”
 
   “I’d have it no other way,” said Charlie.  “Sweetie?  Sound good?”
 
   “Yes,” said Hemp.  “I suppose we take first things first.  Nel, you and Rachel might want to take that cue and find a place, too.  Dave, no time like the present.”
 
   “Serena?” he asked.
 
   “That would be nice,” she said.  “Let’s just go in a group and try to end up neighbors.  I’d sure feel safe with everyone around.”
 
   So that was the plan.  It took up three hours, so because we had all gotten up so early, we were ready to go to work on Kingman by 10:00 AM.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After we all found our permanent residences – until something changed, of course – we met at the place Gem and Flex picked at first sight.  It was in good shape and only needed a bit of heavy landscaping to make it livable.   It was empty when they got there with only two broken windows – both upstairs – and it was close to town, so everyone pretty much walked everywhere once the fence was up.   
 
   Don’t get me wrong; that fence took like a year and a half to build, so there weren’t any arm-in-arm strolls for quite a while.
 
   Dave Gammon and I sat on the back porch with the sliding glass doors open, and everyone else stood or sat around the kitchen table.  Dave passed me the bowl back, and I hit it with a lighter and inhaled another hit.
 
   I was ready for a day’s work.  Davey looked like he was ready for a nap, but I knew he could handle it.
 
   “Okay, City Hall first,” said Hemp.  “Then we figure out our grid and put together armed search teams.  Make sense Punch?”
 
   “Absolutely,” he said.  “Just remember that bad guys and zombies don’t announce themselves.  It’s all on us.”
 
   We set out.  As we’d discovered over and over again, because the Zompocalypse went down on Sunday, all city government buildings had been closed.  Not all of the buildings were locked – some had broken doors and stuff – so we figured there either were or had been other inhabitants in Kingman, though nobody had showed themselves yet.
 
   Hemp said they might watch us for a bit first to see how we carried ourselves.  I know from my experience that I’d do the same thing.  Only in my case, I might just move along until I found a place where just me and my family could live.  I was short on trust right after the whole Abaddon thing – Flex and the others have set me straight again; restored my faith in people.  Most of ‘em anyway.
 
   For the buildings that were locked, Hemp used his picking skills to get him, me, Dave and Flex inside, so we would have good, lockable buildings when it was all over.
 
   Anyway, while we were at the City Hall, Gem and Charlie were with Trina, Taylor, Max and Flex Jr. at what would ultimately become Flex and Gem’s house.  Tay was fourteen years old by then and had been killing zombies for as far back as she could remember, but with an unknown town and the possibility of a ton of shut-in abnormals, it made sense to let the younger zombie killers off the hook, at least in the beginning. 
 
   By that time, Max looked closer to eight years old or so and could already fire a crossbow accurately.  He was just over four, and I was amazed.  Later, watching him and Isis growing up so fast, I remember I kept waiting for our Lita to have a major growing spurt – no matter what Hemp said, I thought it might be that gas coming from the ground causing it.  Hemp kept having to reassure me she was normal.  Rachel knew it all along.
 
   By the time Lita started sprouting her baby teeth and babbling, I knew we were cool.  Yeah.  To be really honest, I think I was just relieved to have her grow up at a normal pace and with normal teeth and eyes.
 
   While we were at City Hall and the girls were being moms, Serena Casteneda, Lolita Lane, Punch and Doc Scofield were at the local clinic seeing what kind of condition the building was in, and if any medical gear remained.  Everyone thought that if we planned to stay in Kingman for the long haul – and Isis was really going on and on about how important it was – that it was right up there in importance.
 
   Just a little heads up.  The clinic was in excellent shape and there was an adjoining room that Hemp eventually turned into his laboratory.
 
   We stood in a room that appeared to be a private library or something, but it was within the main City Hall building.  It smelled musty, but not like death.  Old books.  I dug it.  
 
   Hemp had a map spread over the table.  This one was way different than the atlas I was looking at; it had terrain on it, so we could tell when we were looking at an elevated area to avoid or use for our fence.
 
   Hemp ran his finger along the paper.  “What’s the scale here?” he asked.
 
   “One inch equals a quarter mile,” said Flex, pointing to the legend at the upper right corner.  “So our fence will be around a six-inch square when we mark it.”
 
   “Perfect,” said Hemp.  “Nel or Dave, see a ruler around here?”
 
   I scooted over to a desk and opened it.  “Got it,” I said, and brought it back.   Dave never moved.  I could tell he was still stoned from our morning session.
 
   “Thank you, Nel.  Okay, let’s think about the pit location, too.  I’d like it located just off the main highway.  Fenced all the way around, but we’ll have a gate system we can open when we want to allow entry into the pit.  That will be when Max and Isis – and Lola, if necessary – call the Mothers.”
 
   “How do we keep them in your pit?” asked Flex.  “Some one way gate or something?”
 
   Hemp’s eyes lit up.  “Good!  Yes, perhaps we can design a fortified, spring loaded hinge whereby they’ll push into the gate, it will open and allow them inside, but once clear of it, it springs closed.”
 
   “Yeah, bro, they can’t pull, so if they push against it they can’t get out.”
 
   “Exactly, Nelson.  What do you guys think?”
 
   “Gonna take a while,” said Flex.
 
   “I’m game for whatever we need,” said Dave.  “The sooner we secure this place and make it safe, the sooner we can get down to the business of raising our families.”
 
   I think Dave and Serena’s kid, Ben, was almost four years old back then, and a good lookin’ boy.  He didn’t tell an awkward moment joke until much later, but I’m sure Dave had been training him for years.
 
   Anyway, after marking where the fence would go, drawing our 1-1/2 mile long representative square right on the spread-open map, Hemp pulled out another map to mark our search grid.  “Let’s use the flat map for this,” he said.  “Topography doesn’t matter.   What do you think?  How many in a search team?”
 
   “I’d normally say two,” said Dave.  “But things can go south pretty fast with unknown numbers of Mothers and Hungerers.  With all the unknowns, I say at least three per search group.”
 
   We’d all slowly begun using the terminology that Isis had introduced.  Not always, but they were perfect names.
 
   “He’s right,” said Flex.  “Three’s gonna take longer, but it’s safer.”
 
   “I concur,” I said.
 
   Hemp looked at me.
 
   “Yah, I stole that word from you.”  I smiled.
 
   Hemp smiled back.  “Okay.  Teams?”
 
   “Me, Flex and Punch?” I said.
 
   “That works.  I’ll team up with Serena and Hemp,” said Dave.  “She said she wanted to pitch in.  Gem and Charlie said they’d watch Ben.”
 
   “Check,” said Hemp.  “Who else?”
 
   “Well, Kevin Reeves, the three sisters, and two other guys got here a couple hours after sundown,” I said.  “Douglas and Ed, I think.  Anyway, they saw Hemp’s mobile lab and pulled in, so when I heard ‘em, I went out to let them know which rooms were open.”
 
   “Glad they made it,” said Flex.  “You see them this morning?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Well, you know Vikki and Victoria were up before dawn prepping breakfast.  They were almost ready to break down the portable grill when Reeves and the new dudes showed for food this morning.  After you guys headed out to house shop.  I told ‘em they should do the same.”
 
   “Good,” said Hemp.  “Dave, when we go get Serena we’ll round up Reeves.”
 
   “Yeah, dude.  I say let Vikki or Victoria hook up with the other dudes Reeves brought and that’s like four teams.  Should go fast.”
 
    Hemp looked at me.  “Nelson, you’re reading my mind.”
 
   “Whoa!” I said, leaning toward Hemp.  “Dude, look at me.  Are my eyes red?”
 
   I didn’t expect the laughter, but Hemp and Flex were doubled over.  I turned around to see Dave laughing so hard he wasn’t even making any noise.
 
   “Well, I’m glad I’m freakin’ hilarious, but what’s so funny?”
 
   “Your eyes are always red, man,” said Dave, smiling.
 
   “Ha ha,” I said.  “I get it.  Duh.”  It was my turn to laugh.   I gotta admit, it felt good.
 
   “Fuck, I almost shot my foot,” said Dave, holding a Daewoo K-7 like Flex’s.  “That awkward moment when a laughing fit turns into an ER visit.”
 
   “And there’s no ER to visit,” said Hemp.  “Anyway, Nelson, there are only two of these maps, so you sit down and review the grid carefully.  Once it’s etched on that fantastic mind of yours, we can get going.  You will be your team’s human atlas.”
 
   “Cool,” I said.  “I was hoping there’d be something I could do.   I really wasn’t sure if I had anything to offer.”
 
   “Sometimes it only takes a warm body, my friend,” said Flex.  “But you got more than that, buddy.  You got that memory, you got the martial arts skills, and you’re pretty damned good with a firearm, too.”  Flex squeezed my shoulder.  “Don’t sell yourself short.”
 
   I felt good hearing Flex say that.  That was probably another moment that I felt grateful for finding everyone.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “Alright,” said Hemp, standing in the center of Copeland Avenue.  “We’re taking on Sugar, Broadway, Main, Elm, Grant, Spruce, Pine, Chariton and Coronado.”
 
   Everyone stood facing him, weapons strapped over shoulders and long-sleeved shirts and pants covering their arms and legs.  It was part of our protocol to avoid scratches from our prey.
 
   “Today is important in more than one respect,” said Hemp.  “I need to capture a Hungerer, and I need a Mother.  As you all know, we made a good supply of WAT-5 in Lula, but we are out of the eye vapor that we need to mix more.  Though it’s more dangerous, I also need some of the Mother’s vapor to make the POGs”.
 
   POGs were the other wafers we gave to our girls of childbearing years.  We didn’t need as many of those wafers, but they were really important if any of our girls or young women were sprayed by a Mother.  Without it, they would be forced to act when the Mothers gave a command.  The name means Protect Our Girls.  I came up with it.
 
   Hemp went on:  “We can make more of both types of wafers within a few hours once we have the vapor.”
 
   “We don’t need to keep the Red-Eye, right, Hemp?” asked Flex.  “Once we have the base, it’ll just keep growing, right?”
 
   “Yes,” said Hemp.  “Which is fine by me.  I don’t like harboring them, and we already know what Isis’s connection is with them.  They can’t help her expand her powers any faster, so I’d just as soon not have them around.”
 
   “Let’s roll,” said Punch, who was busily scanning the surrounding streets.  “I’d like to feel like we’re making progress.”
 
   Over the five years since Flex first came across Punch, his once pure red hair and beard were now sprinkled with gray.  It was becoming pretty clear that the zombie apocalypse was really hard on hair follicles.
 
   “Go,” said Flex.  “Be safe.  We’ll take Main. Everyone, radios on channel 9.  Call right away if you need help.”
 
   We tested our radios and separated, all the groups moving from north to south.   We would meet on East Avenue, and to start, we were taking on Broadway, Elm, Cedar and Main.  If all went well, we’d move further east and clear more streets.
 
   We started on the east side of the street and I immediately realized what a big job this was.  I turned to Punch and Flex as we approached a small, single-story home with vinyl siding.  The house on the corner of Copeland and Main.  “What do we do with our kills?” I asked.
 
   “Leave ‘em where they die for now,” said Flex.  “We’ll have to organize a crew for cleanup later.  Maybe we can get a pickup truck going, or a flatbed or something.”
 
   We moved to the porch of the house and Punch tried the knob.   It was unlocked.  We’d found that in many small towns.  Neighbor trust, low crime.  Punch opened the screen door and reached up to disconnect the hydraulic closer. 
 
   “I’ll open the door and give it a couple secs.  If nothing walks out, we go in.”
 
   Flex and I nodded.  I had my Glock in my right hand.  The throwing stars were easily accessible in my slotted pouch.
 
   “Here goes nothin’,” said Punch.  He opened the door and stepped back about three feet.  Flex and I were back at the six foot mark or so.
 
   In less than thirty seconds, a gray-haired rotter in overalls staggered to the door.  His eyes were pink, but the coating over them was so light you could hardly see it in the daylight.
 
   “I got it,” I said.  I slipped out a star and took aim.  I threw it and it penetrated the side of his head just behind his ear.  
 
   “Skulls are getting’ soft,” said Punch, as the abnormal dropped.   Flex immediately moved up and took it by the feet, and Punch took its arms.  They dragged it from the elevated porch into the tall grass.
 
   “No sense in letting it leak all over the porch,” said Punch.  “Someone might want to settle in here.”  He plucked the star out, wiped it on the dead grass, and gave it back to me.
 
   We moved inside the house, and while it was brightly lit from the sunlight streaming in through the windows, we turned our headlamps on anyway.
 
   “Clear,” shouted Punch from the living room.  Flex and I moved into the hallway.  The bedroom doors were both open and empty.  We moved to the rear of the house past the kitchen.   
 
   “Found the wife,” said Flex.  I walked up behind him.  He stared at a skeleton on the ground, deep red stains all over the flowered dress she wore, now shredded.
 
   Flex kicked at the bones, but they had glued to the floor in the dried muck from when the Kingman resident had eaten every last shred of his wife.  
 
   “Okay, one down,” I said.  “Let’s go.”
 
   We moved to the next house.   It was empty.  “We need a mark for homes that are pristine other than general cleaning,” said Flex.   “No biohazard cleanup necessary.”
 
   I walked up to a porch column and pulled out a star.  I scratched a large checkmark on the post.  “Okay,” I said, turning around.  “If it’s engraved with a checkmark, it’s clean.”
 
   “Good enough,” said Punch.  “Apartment building on the other side?” 
 
   “Of course there had to be an apartment building,” I said.
 
   “Sooner we get in, the sooner we clear it.  I think Punch’s door trick could be cool here,” said Flex.  
 
   We agreed to use it.  We propped the main entrance door, just off Main.  Then we propped open the door on the Copeland side.
 
   “Okay.  This goes against our buddy system a bit, but there are three stories,” said Punch.  “I suggest we each take a floor and head to the south end of the building.   On the way down the hall, check the doors on both sides.  If they’re unlocked, scratch a mark on them.”
 
   “So when we get to the end, we just run down the hall and push open all the doors that are unlocked?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, then high tail it back out here so we’re all ready,” said Punch.
 
   “Sounds safe enough after we make sure the halls are clear.”
 
   “We open these main doors and bang some pots and pans together, maybe see if we can draw some Mothers out.”
 
   “Got any pots on you?” asked Flex.
 
   “Hold on,” I said.  I ran back across the street and into the house we’d just cleared.  I yanked open the kitchen cupboards and found three good-sized pots.  I grabbed them and headed back outside.
 
   I had just gotten to the other side of the street when Flex and Punch emerged from the apartment building.  “Heads up, Nel!” they shouted.
 
   Just as their feet hit the weeds bordering the sidewalk and driveway, a female rotter appeared in the doorway, her skin so shrunken and deteriorated that her face looked like a black-red prune.  I couldn’t even make out her eyes.
 
   Behind her came a male, who staggered and pushed into her, knocking her down the porch steps, onto the walkway.  They’d probably been playing the bumper car game in the hallway of that very building for the past six years.
 
   Punch walked up and fired his handgun into her skull while she was down.  Then he turned it up and killed the one on the porch.  Its head exploded as it fell forward against the railing and flipped over, landing on its back in the tall grass.
 
   “Don’t bang those pots until we’re inside,” said Punch.  “The noise will only bring the Mothers.”
 
   “Two down,” said Flex.  “Let’s get it done.”
 
   I gave each of them a pot.  “Okay, here’s my idea,” I said.  “Just like Punch said, let’s go down to the end of each of our designated hallways and run back toward the exits.  Along the way, bang on the wall with your pot so they feel the vibration, even if they can’t hear it.”
 
   “That’s a great idea,” said Flex.
 
   “I kinda know that,” I said.   “So if they come they come.   Be sure to prop open the stairwell doors first so they can get downstairs.”
 
   “Radios on,” said Flex.  “Call right away if you get in trouble.”
 
   Punch and I nodded and we all split up.  Flex agreed to take the top floor, Punch the second, and I took the first.  
 
   I moved down the hall and turned the knobs of each door along the way.  If it pushed in, I immediately pulled it closed again and scratched a line on the door.  There were twelve apartments on each side of the hall.  I found that nine on the left were unlocked, and seven on the right.   That covered 50% of them.  
 
   It was a good start.  I was at the south end with all my doors marked.  I pushed the button on the radio.  “Calling Flex and Punch.  You guys set?” 
 
   “Almost,” said Flex.  “Punch?”
 
   “Ready and waiting.  Over.”
 
   “Okay,” said Flex.  “I’m good to go.  “Not as many apartments up here.  Only twelve, and eight are unlocked.”
 
   “You start, Flex,” I said.  “When we hear you truckin’ down the hallway, we’ll go.”
 
   “Yeah, we wouldn’t want a flood of our zombies pouring into the stairwell before you get through.  Over.” said Punch.
 
   “Good point,” said Flex.  “I’m goin’.”
 
   We heard around five doors slam the wall above us and the pot was slamming into the wall all the way.  That was our cue.
 
   “Here goes nothin’,” I said, and turned the first knob.  I slammed my pot against the wall as I jogged the hallway, turning knobs and easing the doors open so they didn’t slam the wall and bounce closed again.  
 
   As I reached the end of the hall I almost careened into Flex, who bounded down the steps and slipped right in front of me.  “They’re comin’, man,” he said.  
 
   I turned to see at least fifteen people in various stages of gore-stained dress and undress, shambling down the hall behind me.
 
   “Good job, Nel!” shouted Flex as I followed him out.
 
   Punch hit the porch, a huge smile on his face as he charged from the building.  “You guys don’t know how nice it is to know these guys don’t set IEDs.”
 
   Behind Punch came a stream of the walking dead.  
 
   “Wait until they’re off the porch, and take ‘em out,” said Punch, running to stand beside us.  He carried his Saiga and Flex had his K-7.   As they moved from the porch in to the grass, we opened up.
 
   We timed it so that as they reached a fallen brother or sister, we fired, allowing them to drop in a semblance of a pile.   We were making a racket, but I could hear gunfire the next street over, too.  Our friends must have been having some success.
 
   “Nel, Punch,” said Flex.  “Look.”
 
   We both looked up and followed his gaze.  By the next home on the west side of the street stood a Mother.  This one was very, very pregnant.  Her hair was short but as straight as a ruler.  She stood staring, her arms straight down.    She did not advance.
 
   We had just finished.  No more emerged from the building and our guns fell silent.
 
   “Can you take her out from here, Nel?”
 
   “That’s an 80-foot shot,” I said.  “I doubt it.”
 
   Punch ejected the magazine from his pistol and popped in a fresh one.  He raised the weapon.
 
   “Too late,” said Flex.  The red-eye was nowhere to be seen.  “She ducked between those two buildings.  She could’ve done her nails and had her hair colored before you two got around to shootin’.”
 
   I walked around the pile of rotting corpses; the condition of their bodies and clothing always reminded me of the images from World War II of holocaust victims, piled irreverently in death by their murderers.  
 
   I held my breath as I moved past them into the building.  Flex and Punch were with me.  We took each hallway and room as a team.  The building took us another hour to clear.
 
   The next homes were fast.  Compared to the apartment building, it was quick work.  Still, by the time we’d finished the three blocks to Washington Street, four hours had passed.
 
   As we stood there discussing getting some food, we saw Dave, Serena and Hemp step onto Washington.  We headed over to them.
 
   “How did you do?” asked Hemp.
 
   “All cleared from here to Copeland,” said Flex.  “How ‘bout you guys?”
 
   “Same,” Hemp said.  “Total of seventy-six.  Not a red-eye among them.”
 
   “We saw one,” said Flex.  “She high-tailed it when we drew a bead on her.”
 
   “We’re marking the doors of the clean places – meaning no bodies – with a check mark,” I said.
 
   “Perfect,” said Hemp.  “We chose to do the same thing.  Using a circle.  An X if it needs bodies cleared out.”
 
   “Chow time?” asked Dave.
 
   “I’d like to go give Ben lunch,” said Serena.  “We can pick up again in an hour?”
 
   “I’m with you,” said Dave.  “After that, an hour with my family will be just what the doctor ordered.”
 
   We all agreed to continue for at least another couple of hours.  It was just before three o’clock in the afternoon.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   And so it went.  We spent several days clearing out over a hundred homes and small businesses in and around the center of the small town, sure to close the buildings up as we left them to prevent any surviving creatures from making their way back inside to surprise our band of settlers.  
 
   As we went through each home, we also noted the existence of propane tanks so we could later make runs through the basements, garages and back porches to retrieve them.  If they did not leak, the gas would be viable.  According to Hemp, propane did not have a w life.  This was good for him and Doc Scofield, because the clinic he had commandeered had a propane-powered generator that was big enough to power Hemp’s lab and the clinic, too.  When they needed power, they’d have lots of propane to provide it.
 
   Then things went wrong; it had been 100% my fault.  I didn’t think about what I was doing, and I might’ve just gotten too comfortable after the first week.  We’d really done well eliminating the scattered zombies from the streets, and I’m not sure why I did what I did.
 
   I was supposed to meet Flex, Hemp, Punch, Dave and Reeves at the City Hall building.   Our fence crews had marked a bunch of fencing, so we were going to meet there, then hit the different spots in town to figure what equipment we needed to either take the fencing off the posts or pull all of it.  Other crews were clearing away debris around the perimeter of the town and even digging post holes.
 
   We weren’t wasting time.  
 
   That day I didn’t bring my Glock – I’d left it with Rachel.  I had a 17-round CZ 9mm, and with that kind of ammo capacity, I was in good shape with a couple extra magazines on me.  
 
   Looking back at the situation, I definitely violated the buddy system.  Guess I’d gotten maybe a little too comfortable with the headway we’d made in town.  It was definitely a case of out of sight, out of mind. 
 
   The zombies, that is.  They were out of sight.  
 
   When I went by the Elks Lodge on the corner of Oak and Fourth, I had a feeling in my gut.  Not sure why.  It was an old, brick building and I realized that we hadn’t really given it any thought.  It was pretty dark and looked like it had fallen into bad repair, so I guess everyone figured it wouldn’t have anything to offer.
 
    I’d first seen it a few days earlier during our searches.  We weren’t doing the east/west streets yet, so nobody was mandated to check it out.  For some reason my feet left the street and turned up the walkway to the building.  I kicked through the tall weeds that had grown over the sidewalk and reached for the door knob.  Why I wrapped my fingers around that pull handle and then proceeded to pull, I don’t know.  
 
   The second light filled that gap, fingers jammed through it from top to bottom.  Rotted, peeling, bony fingers, gray from death and many without fingernails.
 
   I stumbled backward, tripping down the steps behind me and tumbling to the ground.  I slammed into the sidewalk and at the same time my head smacked the concrete, the air rushed out of my lungs.  
 
    Black spots encircled my vision and I knew right away I was in trouble.  With the door now unlatched and open, the doorway was packed with moving bodies.
 
   I vaguely remembered that I was on WAT-5 and that nothing could go wrong.  I tried to focus and get back on my feet, but they were moving toward me; there must have been over a hundred.  I then knew where people had gone; why so many of the Kingman homes we’d come across had been empty.  It didn’t seem normal for a small town on a Sunday morning.  
 
   “Nel, you on your way?  Over.”  It was Punch Magee’s voice.   The rotters were surrounding me then, and I could hear, but not see, the radio.  I was still having a hard time seeing anything, and my head hurt.  I reached out with my right arm and felt bare, scaly feet and ragged shoes until my hand fell over the plastic radio.  I pulled it toward me. So far the creatures weren’t attacking.
 
   I was able to sit up.  As I looked up at the crowd, they all stood there as though awaiting something.  
 
   Direction.
 
   It hit me at once.  They had been shifted into neutral somehow.  
 
   I started scooting backward, aware of my gun in my drop holster.  I moved six feet and I realized I was clear of the horde.  I stood up … and saw her.
 
   The red-eye.  She moved toward me from the door of the building and the rotters parted for her.  Then they did something very strange: The group split in the middle and half of them moved to my left, the other half to the right.  This continued until I saw them.  All of them.  Four red-eyed mothers stood in front of the building .
 
   The horde began to surround me.  I fought the dizziness and felt something trickling down my neck.  When I put my hand up and touched my head, it felt warm and slick; I looked at the blood all over my hand and turned slowly around.
 
   They had completely surrounded me.  I didn’t know why they were holding back, but I was freaked out that at any second, they would all close in on me at once.
 
   I raised the radio slowly to my mouth and went to push the talk button again, but the blood coating my hands eliminated all friction, and it squirted from my hand and dropped straight to the ground, the battery cover popping off and the battery falling out.
 
   After all I’d been through, I pictured the death I was in for; it scared me more than the prospect of Abaddon and anything he could’ve done.
 
   I eyed the enormous crowd of rotters, so emaciated and rickety, inching toward me.  I now only had four or five feet of asphalt around me.   I thought about what I needed to do and prepared to command my fear-petrified body to move fast.  With my Subdudo, I was disciplined.  
 
   I could do it.
 
   The ragged men, women and children with dead eyes and tattered limbs were packed in so close to me, I had to look up to see the top of the Elks building to get my bearings.  Then I eased myself around until I was facing away from it, toward freedom and open streets.  I didn’t know how deep the crowd of rotters was; I could tell it was at least five or six thick.
 
   Time for action.  My plan was to kick the natural weak points of the rotters in front of me until I saw daylight.  From there, I’d run with everything I had and hope the red-eyes didn’t pursue.
 
   I leaned back and raised my leg, and with the very first bend, a shooting pain jetted up my spine and I found myself falling backward.  Knowing I was screwed, I searched the ground for the radio as I fell, keeping my eyes on it and making sure that when I hit ground, that my hand would fall on top of it.  I’d have to find the battery after.  At that moment I couldn’t see it.
 
   Twisting my body, fighting the agony, I landed on my side, threw my arm out and felt the radio.  I got my fingers around it and pulled it to me.
 
   The battery was still there!  It was a 9 volt, and it was still snapped to the connectors!   Squeezing my eyes closed, I mashed the button and yelled, “Anyone!  Everyone!   Come to Fourth and Oak!  I’m surrounded by rotters and there are red-eyes here!”
 
   The radio crackled, and it surprised me so much I almost dropped it.   It was Dave Gammon’s voice.  “Nel, we’re here, man!  Are you in the middle of that?”
 
    “Dave,” I whispered into the radio, no longer willing to call out and risk inciting the controlling Mothers,  “I’m hurt.  I’m down on my back and they’re all around me.  Take out the Mothers at the top of the stairs.  Please.”
 
   “Just stay down, Nel!”
 
   The gunfire started.  It sounded like one machine gun at first, but more and more joined it until I felt I was in the middle of a 1920’s gangland massacre.
 
   I heard a vehicle’s engine, and another gun filled in the gaps.  I pictured Gem’s Crown Victoria or Flex’s Land Cruiser pivoting the guns back and forth, and I might have smiled.  Above me, as the rotters moved in, the circle-shaped air above me became fogged with red-black drops of mist.  I turned my face away as I felt the cold liquid that served as their blood drifting down and touching my skin.  
 
   The wall of gunfire changed.  It was closer.  The mist now turned into chunks of skull, brain and clothing, and it rained down on me like hail.
 
   The bodies that had surrounded me began to crumple to the ground, some falling on top of me, their brains destroyed.  I fought the pain in my spine and curled up like a fetus, thinking of Rachel and my friends and hoping like hell I didn’t get scratched or bitten.  
 
   “Hang on, Nel!” I heard Dave’s voice crackle through the damaged radio again.  In response, I burst into tears, every emotion within me assaulting me with more intensity than the crowd of rotters had.  I shuddered and squeezed myself tighter and tighter into a ball, tucking everything in.  
 
   As I had while riding the scooter for days and days alone, I pictured myself from above, as though a camera filmed my tormented body as it rose higher and higher into the sky.  From my perceived aerial vantage point, I noticed, with a sense of panic, the bare back of my neck; exposed flesh, inviting any falling creature with even an ounce of life left in their gnashing teeth to feast on the dude with the long, blonde hair.
 
   I would be as good as dead.  Or undead.   No.  My friends would not let that happen.
 
   Now the asphalt around me was filling in with the pieces of brain and flesh, chunk by glorious chunk until the gunfire slowed.
 
   I was soaking wet when I chanced a turn of my head and a peek out of my fetal ball.  
 
   I caught Flex’s eye and he nodded and winked at me as he screamed, “Keep down, Nel!   We almost got ‘em!”
 
   I obeyed.  I couldn’t move.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Help me with him,” said Dave, and I felt his hands slide beneath me and lift.  Other arms lifted me from the other side.
 
   “Nel, oh, my God.  Nel, are you okay?” 
 
   I opened my eyes and realized they were almost stuck closed from the drying gore.  I don’t know if I had passed out, but when I opened my eyes and saw Rachel standing over me, her little, freckled nose centered among bloodshot eyes, I smiled.  “Hey, beautiful.”
 
   Rachel smiled, and her eyes filled with tears.  “Nel, I was so worried.  When you didn’t show up … I panicked.  They radioed me and asked where you were.”
 
   “I blew the buddy system off,” said Nel.  “Totally picked the wrong building for that stuff.” 
 
   “Nel, be quiet for a bit,” said Rachel.  “We’re taking you to the clinic.  Doc Scofield is waiting there for us.”
 
   To my surprise, I was lifted up and placed on a rolling gurney.  They even strapped me to a back board and put a neck brace on me.  I looked up at Hemp, who smiled down at me.  “Hello, chap.  That was a close one.”
 
   “No shit, professor,” I said.  “My back’s screwed.”
 
   “We’ll have to get you cleaned up to see if there’s any danger from scratches or bites.  Then we’ll see if we can figure out what you’ve done to your back.”
 
   “I’d have felt a bite I think,” I said.  “It was crazy there for a few, though.  Yeah, I need to be gone over.”  I closed my eyes again.
 
   “Shh, Nel,” said Rachel, squeezing my hand.  
 
   “Rach, I’m all gooey.  Don’t.”
 
   “I’d kiss you right now and not bat an eye.  Just be quiet and let me take care of you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “So far, so good,” said Doc Scofield.  “Rachel, hand me some more towels, would you?”
 
   Rachel moved to a stainless steel cart and gave Jim more towels.  I’d been stripped down to my bun huggers and I was feeling a bit exposed.  Especially when Hemp came in.
 
   I heard the squealing of caster wheels, and turned to see.  Rachel gasped and staggered into the wall behind me.
 
   “Dude!” I yelled.  “Get her out of here!”
 
   “Relax, Nelson,” said Hemp, almost laughing.  “I’ll keep her away from you.”
 
   “Whoa, dude,” I said, realizing the significance of it.  “You got one.”
 
   “Yes, I did.  Well, we did.  Isis distracted her with the whole baby in your stomach thing, and Flex and I did the rest.”
 
   I looked, but didn’t see a hole in her belly.  “Didn’t take it all the way, huh?” I asked.
 
   “A little warning next time, Hemp,” said Rachel, a smile on her face.  “I did not expect that.”
 
   “I wanted to surprise Nelson,” he said.  “Sorry.  Familiarity, I’m afraid.  Makes us forget that these things are frightening, even when strapped to a table.”
 
   “I lost my thumb to one strapped to a table,” said Gem, walking in.  
 
   She wore a black tee shirt and a leather vest with fringe, and jeans.   Her hair was cut to her shoulders, and she looked so clean compared to me, it made me want a shower.  
 
   “How are you, Nel?”   She turned to Hemp.  “Keep that bitch way clear of me.  You know I’ll kill her for looking at me sideways.”
 
   “Consider her my property.  Shooting her would be like shooting my livestock.”
 
   “If you find her dead, blame Martians, then,” said Gem, smiling and coming to stand by me.
 
   “Rach, do you mind dropping a towel over my … junk?”
 
   “Nel, I’m looking at your face, not your banana hammock,” said Gem.  “If you were married to Flex, you’d know I get major eyefuls of that business at home.”
 
   I laughed and it hurt.  “Stop making me laugh,” I said.  “How’d you get so clean, Gemmy?  I want that.  I can even smell myself.”
 
   “Me and Charlie took the kids out and we found a little spot in the river,” she said.  “Big boulders in the water.  Creates a place where it just swirls and it’s about four feet deep.  It’s perfect.  Here, smell my hair.”
 
   She leaned down and her hair tickled my nose.  It smelled like herbs.
 
   “What about my back, Doc?” I asked.
 
   “Can you sit up?” he asked.
 
   “Here,” said Rachel.  “Let me help.”
 
   They got me into a sitting position.  I leaned back, and it felt a little better already.  I leaned far to the right side, then leaned to the left, stretching it.  “It’s better,” I said.  “Maybe I bruised something?” 
 
   “Could be, but you might’ve herniated a disc, too,” said Jim.  
 
   “Dude, I’m gonna need some pot therapy.”
 
   “It’s legal,” said Scofield.  “I don’t have prescription stuff, though.  You’re on your own.”
 
   “Got that covered, doc.”
 
   “I’m going to keep her over here for now, Jim, if that’s okay.  I’ll pull the curtain around her and put up a sign to keep people away.  She’s well-secured.”
 
   “Fine by me, Hemp,” said Scofield.
 
   Hemp drew the curtain and stepped behind it.
 
   “Hey, what you doin’ in there, doc?” asked Gem.  “Gettin’ your freak on?”
 
   “Shh, just a moment,” he said.
 
   I looked at Gem.  Her face was scrunched up.  I wondered if she’d ever been shushed by Hemp before.  She looked at me and shrugged.  
 
   A moment later, we heard Hemp’s voice, speaking low, but clear:  “We know what you are, as you must know.  Since you have the ability to affect our young women and command them, it’s my belief that you have an understanding of the English language, whether or not you can speak it.”
 
   As if waiting for her to answer, Hemp paused.   She didn’t say anything.  He continued a moment later.
 
   “If you try to escape, I will use this on you,” he said.  “It is a blend containing an estrogen blocking agent.  It will destroy you.  If I determine that you are attempting to command any of the Hungerers, you will die immediately.”
 
   Hemp walked out from behind the curtain with a syringe in his hand.  He tucked the capped needle into his shirt pocket.  “I figured it was worth a try,” he said.  “She must have some understanding, even if she only reads my mind as I speak.”
 
   “I just want them all gone,” said Gem.  “All of them.  I’m so fucking done.  I’m tired.”
 
   “Well,” said Hemp.  “After your bath, I could never have guessed.  I can’t wait to see Charlie.  Did she wash her hair, too?”
 
   “Hells yes,” said Gem.  “She looks hot.”
 
   Hemp checked his watch.  “Hope she can maintain her hotness for another few hours.  Nel here may have shot our morning, but we still have a lot of hours before nightfall.”
 
   “Sorry, man,” I said.  “I’ll rest up.  Be good for tomorrow.”
 
   “Don’t rush,” said Rachel.  “It’s too dangerous out there to be less than a hundred percent.”
 
   I nodded, and even that hurt.  She was right.  “I wanna go home, though,” I said.  “I’m not sleeping with her over there.  She’s one of the bitches who sicked her dickhead friends on me.  Help me up, Rach, would ya?”
 
   She did, and I stood, arching my back.  “Got a smock or something?  I don’t want to go outside like this or I’ll be like the Pied Piper to the ladies.  They’ll be behind us all the way home, right Rach?” 
 
   “Oh, yeah,” said Rachel, rolling her eyes.  “I’m sure they’re lined up outside with their sex toys right now.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next few days I got back to full strength.  Whatever I’d done was mostly due to swelling, and the good doctor did have anti-inflammatory meds.  I supplemented it with good weed, and I healed fast.
 
   I could go through all of what we did over those first months, but suffice it to say we cleared the town of every zombie, even as we worked on the fence.  
 
   Isis and Max helped a lot, too.  While I typically like to stay away from four syllable words, that was an understatement.  They really, really helped.
 
   It was Hemp’s idea, but he sat down with Isis and figured out what she could and couldn’t do before telling us about it.  It turns out it was a great temporary solution.
 
   The South Fork Ninnescah River curved from east to west at the south end of town.  We intended to fence down to the river, and with its smooth, fast-flowing current, we wanted to tap into it and divert water into the city for regular, easy water retrieval.
 
   At its narrowest point near Kingman, the river was still over 50’ wide, and in some places it increased to over 400’.  Needless to say, we needed proximity to the road on the other side of the river for our plan to work, so we picked the narrowest spot we could find.  It happened to be directly south of Spruce Street, which ran north and south.
 
   Our work crews used old fashioned sickles and other hand gardening tools to clear away the brush from the road to the river.  That only took one day.  Afterward, we poured used motor oil all over the stretch of land and worked it into the soil.  Yeah, I know.  It was polluting, and I complained a lot at first, but Hemp explained that our security was more important than ecology for the moment, and he promised we could do a hazardous material cleanup after the fence and the pit were finished.
 
   Anyway, the oil would taint the land and nothing would grow to fill it in, leaving the eighty-foot wide strip of land clear so the Mothers and Hungerers could get through it and be drawn into the river’s current – with the help of Max and Isis, of course.  It would be our temporary pit.
 
   Landscape crews had gone out with the same tools and gotten much of the city back into livable shape.  It was cool seeing it come together, and even cooler watching everyone pitch in.
 
   After two-and-a-half months, our temporary zombie sweeper was ready.  After Hemp and Flex captured the red eye, Hemp harvested her vapor and mass produced the POGs, distributing them to all of our young women, and the massive re-supply of regular WAT-5 allowed everyone in town to stock up.  
 
   Once Hemp knew we had enough, he just kept making it.  It was something you just couldn’t have enough of.
 
   Until the fence was built, if you went outside, you were on it.  We had to go on the honor system, but seriously – not many people were dumb enough to skip their doses because they didn’t like the taste.
 
   The zombies liked our taste, and we all knew it.  Decision made, right?  Damned straight.
 
   We fenced the north bank of the river just to the east of town where it narrowed a lot and took a sharp right turn; Hemp was afraid the rotters would drift to the bank there and be able to climb onto land, so the fence angled 45 degrees over the river.  Even the Mothers weren’t that agile.
 
   The first time Max and Isis set up at the bank of the river, it was an event.  We didn’t have a lot of events, so everyone showed.  The weather was warming, and there were lots of bare arms and legs.  It was a welcome change, and I think everyone started feeling really optimistic about our future in Kingman.
 
   I walked over with Flex, Gem, six-year-old Flex Jr., Hemp, Charlie, Serena, Dave and Rachel.  Max and Isis had gone down with Lola, Taylor and Bug to get set up and made everyone promise not to come down until they were ready for us.
 
   I haven’t talked too much about Taylor.  She was a ginger-haired fourteen-year-old by then, and had become quite good with a whole bunch of weapons since I’d met her.  She’d grown into a cool kid, and everyone said she was pretty like her real mom, who I never got a chance to meet.
 
   Cynthia, I think her name was.  
 
   Anyway, we walked down the path from East Sherman Street to where they had constructed a plywood platform near the water.  Several patio chairs were set up on the platform, and we all found a seat.
 
   “What’re they gonna do?” asked Flex Jr.  “They didn’t even say hi.”
 
   “They’re calling the Mothers, kiddo,” said Gem, hoisting him up and dropping him in her lap.   
 
   He pointed.  “Is that them?” 
 
   We all followed his finger, and sure enough, there were several rotters approaching from the east on the other side of the river.
 
   “We are going to soften our call until they get right in front of the clearing,” said Isis.  “Then we’ll pull them in.”
 
   “Can you direct it with such precision?” asked Hemp.
 
   “That was my question,” said Flex.
 
   I said, “I’m kinda embarrassed for you guys to be asking those questions.  Even I’m pretty sure they know what they can do.”
 
   “Good point, Nel,” said Flex.  “Now I feel like kinda an idiot.”
 
   It didn’t matter, because Isis and Max were so focused, they didn’t answer the question.  The pair stood facing the other side, arms at their sides, motionless.
 
   The small horde of abnormals was a typical mix of old and young, male and female.  
 
   “There’s a red-eye,” I said, pointing.  “See her?  Almost all the way in back, on the far side.”
 
   “I see her,” said Gem, her eyes narrowing.
 
   “You still got a hard on for them, don’tcha?” asked Charlie, smiling.  “Girl, you gotta let the grudge go.”
 
   “You’re the one that got sprayed by ‘em,” said Gem.  “Shh.  Let’s watch what happens.”
 
   “Too late for that shit,” said Charlie.  “They can hear like crazy now.  Look.  She’s already watching us.”
 
   I turned back to see that Charlie was right.  
 
   Suddenly the entire horde stopped dead in its tracks.  That expression has never been more true.  The red-eyed mother moved through the crowd and stood on the other bank of the river, facing us.
 
   “What’s she doing?” asked Bug.
 
   “She’s doing what we’re doing, Uncle Bug,” said Dave.  “She’s staring at us.”
 
   “She is commanding them,” said Max.
 
   “I just got chills.  My baby’s growing up so fast,” said Charlie.
 
   The Mother continued walking and the Hungerers around her followed.
 
   “Now, Max,” said Isis, her voice low.
 
   I couldn’t help myself.  When Max and Isis poured on the steam, their eyes went so red it was fascinating to see.  I walked toward the front of the platform even as Rachel whispered for me to come back and sit down.
 
   The two powerful kids stared, their eyes blazing like two fiery planets in their faces.  I raised my eyes to the Mother in time to see her slowly turn her back to us, facing her flock of the risen.
 
   As we stared in amazement, the Mother bowed her head.  Not a lot; a slight movement.  It was enough.
 
   The Hungerers all around her, all at once, walked toward the water in a steady stream of rotting humanity.  
 
    “Fuckin’ whoa,” I said.  “It’s working.”
 
   When all of the bodies were past her, the Mother turned again and watched as each of them stepped into the river, sank into the silt, flailed their arms and were swept away.
 
   She watched until the last of them sank into the water and was gone.  We watched her intently.  
 
   “Stronger, Max,” said Isis.  “She must come.”
 
   “I’m trying, Isis!” he said, and bit his lower lip as he focused.
 
   The face of the Mother, just around fifty feet away, changed.  I didn’t know what it was at first, but she took a step as though she fought it.
 
   “She’s resisting,” said Isis.  “I hear her.  It’s the water.”
 
   “They’re afraid of the river?” asked Flex.
 
   “Not afraid.  She knows.  She learned from what she just saw.”
 
   “Wait,” said Hemp.  “She learned?”
 
   Isis nodded.
 
   The Mother stood board-straight, her hands by her sides and her shredded pants and blouse flapping in the light breeze.  She began to turn.
 
   “Her self-preservation instinct is stronger than our calls,” said Isis.  “We can take the Hungerers, but not the Mothers.  They must guide the Hungerers here, but we can only kill her horde, not her.  Not this way.”
 
   Gem snatched up her Uzi, Queenie.  She slid a button on the side of the gun and raised it, unleashing the weapon on full automatic.
 
   The Mother on the other side of the bank began to dance in place, and we could see every bullet tear into her body.  Gem corrected quickly, and the bullet holes stitched up her spine until her head exploded and she crumpled backward, splashing into the water.
 
   “Nice work,” I said.
 
   “I’ll say,” said Serena.
 
   Isis turned around.  “This will be remedied when we build our pit.  The river is instant; when they walk in they’re swept away.  The pit will be different.  They walk in, mill around, not even realizing they’re trapped until we initiate the kill.”
 
   “You’re like Jason Bourne or something,” I said.  “A zombie assassin.”
 
   “I am what they made me,” said Isis.  “I play a part, as do all of you.”
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling pretty special right now,” said Charlie.
 
   “Okay, so this will work for now, right?” asked Rachel.  “Isis, with all of these dead, the word won’t get out to the Mothers that this is a trap?”
 
   “I was going to recommend that somebody shoot her,” said Isis.  “There is a chance that the Mothers could share their knowledge of our trap with others.”
 
   “Other Mothers, right?” asked Hemp.  “Not to all of them.”
 
   “That’s right, daddy,” said Max.  “But the Mothers control the Hungerers, so if the Mothers know, they would not direct them into the water at all.”
 
   Flex stood.  “Okay, so next time, we need sharpshooters over here to take out any who don’t go in.   The kids can draw ‘em here, and dispose of as many as they can, and our shooters can pick off the rest.”
 
   “We’ll stay here for a while,” said Isis.  “There are more that we feel.  They are maybe a half mile away to the east.  There are more to the west and south.”
 
   Gem, who had stood up to shoot the Mother, sat back down.  So did Charlie.  “We’re staying,” she said.
 
   “What.  You chicks are reading each other’s minds now?” I asked.
 
   “Nah, we talked about it,” said Gem.  “We’ll be the shooters today.  How long are you guys planning on doing this?”
 
   Max turned.  “Just until we don’t feel them anymore.”  His eyes, so like Hemp’s, shone with intelligence.
 
   Punch walked up carrying his Saiga.  From the way he was carrying it, I could tell the big drum magazine had to be filled with shells.
 
   He hoisted it over his shoulder.  “I missed the show?”
 
   “No worries,” I said.  “They’re calling more.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I found out Rachel was pregnant when she was like two-and-a-half months along.  Like I said earlier, she was preggers when we were driving to Kingman, but until Rach stated getting woozy in the mornings, we had no idea.
 
   She totally shut me down when she was morning puking and I told her I bet she was pregnant.  I didn’t believe it … not by a long shot.  I’d heard how weed is supposed to make your swimmers slow up like stoners on the freeway, and I’d read it in too many places to think it wasn’t true.   I never used protection anyway.  Not with Rachel.  I wanted a baby, I just never, ever thought it was possible.
 
   When she came back from Doc Scofield’s, she came in the door and sat down.  She was smiling, but she didn’t say anything.  She just stared at me.
 
   “What?” I asked.  “Do I have a booger?”
 
   “No,” she said.  “Just looking at you.”
 
   “I don’t know why.  You’ve seen me before.”
 
   “I’m … evaluating you, Nel.”
 
   “For what?” I asked.  “You hiring?  What’s the job?  Maybe I don’t want it.”
 
   “You’d do anything I asked and you know it.”
 
   “I would, babycakes.”
 
   “I like it when you call me that.”  She continued to smile.  “Break that word down, Nel.”
 
   “What word?”
 
   “Babycakes.”
 
   I stared at her.  “Break it down?  What?  You want me to make a rap song with babycakes in it?”
 
   “No, dummy,” she said.  “The word.”
 
   I could see she was having fun and I wasn’t bored, either.  I said, “Okay.  Baby and cakes.   That’s how that breaks down.”
 
   “Where do you bake cakes?” she asked, and now I could see she was having a great time messin’ with me.
 
   “An oven?” I said.
 
   “What does a bun in the oven mean?” she asked.
 
   I stared at her.  “Baby … cakes?”  I stood up.  “You’re making a cake?”
 
   “Nelson, I’m pregnant!  I have a bun in the oven!  I have a … well, a baby cake!”
 
   I leapt out of my chair and eased her into it.  “Rachel.  Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   “No.  I am not.  Doc Scofield just checked me and I’m pregnant.”
 
   “Nah, you’re not.  We are!”   I put my ear to her stomach and pulled her to me.  She put her hands on my head and stroked my cheek.
 
   “I love you, Nel,” she said.  “I’m so happy I feel like I’ll explode.”
 
   That was one of the best moments of my life.  It was news I’d never gotten before.  It was so unexpected that I couldn’t think of anything else for the next few days.  I think I told everybody in town within one day.
 
   And now our Lita is such a beauty I can’t believe I had anything to do with it.  But whoa, is she like me.  Don’t get me wrong, she’s smart, too.  Like Rachel.  And she has a good memory.  I love her beyond anything I could find the words to write.
 
   Anyway, that’s how that happened.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As we grew, more and more people arrived.   Pretty much the second we got to Kingman we started to work, and it was Hemp and Flex who initially set up a small solar charging station using panels and tons of batteries we’d grabbed on supply runs to Wichita and other nearby places.  
 
   Once the power was sufficient, Hempster set up his Ham radio to broadcast our location out to anyone and everyone via a looping recording.  They told us they did that before at an old steel distribution warehouse and it ended up getting Hemp kidnapped.  
 
   Hemp clearly didn’t give a shit.  He said people deserved to know where to find safety.
 
   I agreed.  Hemp was cool.  And with Isis and Max learning how to draw their zombie calling shades, we weren’t as overrun with Mothers and Hungerers as we had been in Whitmire – unless we wanted to be.  
 
   You know.  Drawing them into the pit.
 
   If they didn’t want to make the trip to Kingman, Hemp said they could at least protect themselves where they were.  Part of the looping recording was all the details on what urushiol did, how it could be extracted, and how to make WAT-5.  Can you imagine being the dude who heard that on the radio and brought it back to your peeps?   Man, you’d be a freakin’ hero.
 
    Anyway, all that was done kinda early on.  Later, one of our main jobs was to make regular runs to Wichita and other surrounding cities to gather as many solar panels as we could find.   We did really good because there was place called King Solar in Wichita, and they had more than we’d need – and we still took ‘em all.
 
   Flex and a crew of about ten others set up a massive solar field that was tied into the city’s main power grid.  Flex, ever the electrician, cleared the Kingman power plant, which was apparently staffed 24/7, and discovered they generated their own power – 25 megawatts of it – whatever the hell that means.  Without the ability to fuel the plant, they found a way to tie in the hundreds of solar panels.
 
   Kingman had light.   Things got better as the years went by, too.  More panels were installed and the daily allotment of electricity was increased to all residents.
 
   Flex promised he would be able to power the water pumping stations, which was tied into a reverse water treatment facility just near the power plant.
 
   Flex didn’t break his promises.  He’s not that dude.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As someone mentioned in our last chronicle, the fence is what made everything else possible; it was our first line of defense.   Yeah, we had kickass citizens who backed it up, but the fence allowed people to relax.
 
   It took eight years to complete.  We got to Kingman in 2018 and it was completed in 2026, just a year before Maestro showed up.   Our timing couldn’t have been better, huh?
 
   I know that seems like a long time, but we had our zombie battles in between.  We also worked hard on the pit, which was done in just a year and a half.  Anyway, back to the fence.  We were unable to find enough heavy steel, so we ended up using treated hardwood for a lot of its length.  I’d like to tell you about the day we put in the final section.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hemp stood before the crowd alongside former Concord mayor Kevin Reeves, Flex, Gem, Bug, Dave and Charlie.  I sat at the side of the stage with Rachel and Lita beside me because I didn’t have anything specific to say, but I wanted to be able to see everything.
 
   It was a majorly historic day, and while I didn’t know I’d be the one writing about it, I sure as hell didn’t want to miss any of it.  
 
   Isis and Max were seated in the front row of chairs, and Trina and Taylor stood up by the open gap in the fence, both armed.   Trina carried a pair of Kestral .22 pistols with 25-round mags.  I had to ask Hemp what they were, because while I do use guns – and I’m pretty damned good with them now – I still prefer WAT-5, Subdudo and my throwing stars.  
 
   I’ve taken to making my own stars these days, but that’s not part of this story yet.   Anyway, the handguns the twenty-year-old carried weren’t lightweight, but Trina, leaning casually against the last section of fence they had installed, wasn’t one to take chances.  She was accurate with both hands and could probably outshoot me while holding an umbrella in one hand and walking a tightrope. 
 
   I’ve never seen her do that, but if I did, I’d still be concerned if I were a wandering zombie within her eyeshot.
 
   Taylor hoisted her mother’s Parker Tornado crossbow.  She had become as good with it as Charlie, and just to let you know, she had grown into a pretty hot chick by that time, too.  I’m only telling you that because she was a little seven-year-old girl when you first met her in these chronicles, and you won’t ever get to see her.    
 
   Hey, I get that at twenty-two years old, she was a kid compared to me, but with her long, red hair and her deep, green eyes, she was a babe you couldn’t help but hold your eyes on just a little longer, if only to try and understand what made her so freakin’ gorgeous.  Even the tons of freckles around her nose and cheeks seemed to be placed there, one-by-one, by an artist.
 
   Those girls might talk to me like I was their cool uncle, but to me, Trina and Taylor could’ve been my kids.  I loved both of them that much.  Hey, I’d grown to love all these people like the family I never really had.   Unlike my real mom, I never had a doubt about them from the day we met.
 
    “I think we’ll start out with Flex Sheridan, if that’s okay with you,” said Hemp, and the crowd erupted in applause.  Flex took the mic from Hemp and hugged him.  Not just a little man hug, bro.  A full-on bear hug.
 
   They’d been buds a long time.  Time in a world of zombies is like two years for every one, so they had a hell of a friendship going.
 
   “Hey, everyone,” said Flex, his voice amplified by a small PA system.  “Thanks for that applause, but you all made this happen.”  He turned and waved a hand at the last fifteen-foot gap in the fence.  “This is it.  Last section and we’ve got full security for the first time in our short history.”
 
   “It’s longer than all the others!” shouted Vikki Solms, also seated in the front row.
 
   “It is,” said Flex, smiling.  “And I’m glad you, Victoria and Kimberly got Three Sisters Bar back up and running.  It makes every place seem like home.”
 
   Vikki pumped her fist over her head, then reached down to take her sisters’ hands, who sat on either side of her.  Vikki’s red hair contrasted with Kimberly’s blonde and Victoria’s dark brown hair, and I thought how funny it was that no matter where you go, chicks and dudes who cut and color hair will always set up shop.  The hair salon in Kingman might be primitive compared to pre-2011, but it had built a staff of five, and they were always busily cutting and keeping everyone in town with hair on their heads up to date on the latest stuff going on.
 
   If you read the story of Maestro, then you know we lost Kimberly in what we’ve come to call The Battle of the Pit.  It’s part of our new, kinda freaky history.  That’s what these chronicles are anyway, right?
 
   History books.
 
   “All your hard work went into this,” continued Flex.  “I know we’re not completely unique here in Kingman, but it sure seems like we are, right?  As you know, we still have people coming in from all parts of the United States, and we still welcome them.  What happens when we get a little tight on space, we’ll just have to see.  But for now, pat yourselves on the back.  We’re growing food, generating our own power, and purifying water.  The rest is just life in the world of zombies.”
 
   Flex raised a fist and the rattle-clack of a backhoe loader engine roared to life, slowly raising its bucket, a chain running from it to the top of the last section of fence.   Two volunteers steadied the section as it lifted from the ground and hung, suspended, awaiting final installation.
 
   Flex motioned to Dave Gammon, who stepped up to the microphone and Flex squeezed his shoulder.  That wasn’t good enough for Dave, who pulled Flex into a hug of his own.  Afterward, Flex pulled Dave’s microphone hand toward his mouth and said into it, “With that gorgeous hair of yours, you’re too pretty to just hug.”  Flex released his hand and put his hands on the sides of Dave’s head and planted a kiss on his cheek.
 
   Flex turned to the crowd and smiled.
 
   The citizens of Kingman, numbering easily over 400 at that point, roared and clapped, and Dave turned bright red.  When he raised the mic to his mouth, he said, “It’s that awkward moment when you realize a hug from Flex Sheridan is incomplete without a kiss, and maybe a stale Marlboro afterward.”
 
   The crowd laughed again, and Dave raised a hand, quieting them.  “Seriously,” he began.  “I’ve never been able to give a proper tribute to a man who taught me a lot early on.  The man’s name was Whit Sanger, and if you were with us in Concord, then I don’t need to tell you who he was.”
 
   A low murmur came from the crowd and a lot of them nodded.  I’d known Whit, too.  He was a sizable black dude, quick to smile and pretty much good at everything.  He was one of my favorite people in Concord.  I still thought about him all the time and wished I could see him again.  
 
   “Serena and I were with Whit when he was killed,” said Dave.  “We were still learning a lot abut what we called the Red-Eyes then.  Thanks to Isis and Max here, we call them Mothers now.  We didn’t know enough to save Whit, but I hope when you walk by this section of fence that you touch it and pray you can become the kind of person he was.”
 
   Dave turned and nodded, and they spun the section around.  From top to bottom and side to side, in clean, block letters, it said, WHIT SANGER MEMORIAL GATE.
 
   “Let’s go,” said Dave.  “Drop it in.”
 
   The backhoe operator rolled around and eased the gate forward, and the volunteers, Nancy Webster and Jackson Cope guided it down onto the hinge pins.  After it dropped into place, they spun bolts down onto the hinges and tightened them with box wrenches.  The gate was swung closed and secured with series of hasps and padlocks.  
 
   The Kingman survivors raised their arms to the sky and cheered.
 
   I looked out at them and the smile on my face must have run from ear to ear.  Some people started dancing, kids were being raised into the air by their parents, and someone had even found some balloons to fill up and throw into the air.
 
   I scooped up Lita and took Rachel’s hand and we ran into the crowd.  As we trotted down the two steps from the elevated platform to the street, I heard music playing, and I looked directly at Charlie.  She had chosen Led Zeppelin’s Rock and Roll, and I realized it had been a long time since I rock and rolled.   While Lita leapt and jumped in her style of dancing with her mother, I pulled out my air guitar and kept the boogie going.
 
   I didn’t miss a note.  
 
   Booze was served.  Weed was smoked, and not just by me.  It was the best day in sixteen years.  It felt like it, anyway.
 
   That was the day we became safe.  It was the day when we could walk in the moonlight like Robert Plant sang, and not worry so much about being attacked and eaten.
 
   It was our Independence Day.  Freedom from the constant threat of the Mothers and Hungerers, and a rebirth for me, my family and hundreds of my friends.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What’s next?” asked Gem, coming in behind me.  I turned and said, “A bowl, then I write a little about what’s happened since Maestro,” I said.
 
   “I’ll join you,” said Gem.  “I’ve been thinking about Flexy a lot.”
 
   I pulled out a baggie and my pipe and feathered the bud into the bowl.  Gem watched, her faraway eyes sad and distant.
 
   Her only son, Flex Sheridan Jr., had been killed while they were on a supply run in Wichita just before Maestro upended our lives.  Gem and Flex had been just yards away from him at the time, and had been unable to stop the Mother from taking his life.
 
   The couple had never faltered in their resolve to fight through it all, even with their hearts broken and their lives shattered.
 
   The strength they showed me and everyone else in the days that followed was almost impossible to believe.  It was their love for Trina and Taylor that drove them, but in their actions, they inspired an entire town of survivors.
 
   “Thanks for making me do this,” I said.  “Some of it was hard, but I’m kind of on the good part now.  Some bad, but mostly good.”
 
   “You’re doing a great job, Nel,” she said, taking the pipe.  I sparked my Zippo and she toked the glass pipe, her finger letting off the carburetor hole.  She held the hit and gave it back to me.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.  “Reading yours and Flex’s helped.  You guys really set the standard right off.”
 
   “It passed the time,” she said.  “You can’t just fight all the time.  Writing it all down was cathartic.”
 
   I laughed.  “I don’t even know what that means, Gemmy.”
 
   Gem slid open the drawer in the desk and pulled out a dictionary.  “Look it up.” 
 
   I did.  It took me a bit because I was stoned.  I read, and closed it.  “Okay, so basically it’s therapeutic.”
 
   “Now you’ve read it, you’ll never forget,” said Gem.  “How far you going?”
 
   “I’ll end it in a couple weeks I guess.  Not much going on these days, right?”
 
   “Until there’s more to tell,” said Gem.  “Yeah.”
 
   I smiled and patted her hand.  “Gemmy, we’re kinda just hangin’ out, right?  Teaching our kids to protect themselves against the abnormals, and waiting for everything to get back to normal.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Gem.  “This is my favorite state of normal since this all started.  If we had Flexy with us, I couldn’t think of a scenario I’d have hoped for more.”
 
   “I’ll never stop missing that kid,” I said.  “You know?  I want to tell that story about when he and Trina and Taylor were at the range.  That was cool.  Kinda the perfect image I have of who your kid was.”
 
   “That was him, huh?” said Gem, her eyes narrow from the weed.  I remembered I had the pipe and gave it back to her.  She took another hit and put the pipe on the desk.  
 
   “Can I stick around while you write it?  I want to see how it flows from your hand to the page.”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  “It’ll be my last story before I tell what’s happening now.”
 
   Gem leaned over and put her arms around me, squeezing me hard.  She kissed me on the cheek.  “In a million years, did you ever think you’d end up here?”
 
   Gem’s hair was still shoulder-length, and she had earned quite a few wrinkles around her eyes and her mouth, but she was still beautiful, both in body and spirit.  I’d give my life for her in a heartbeat, and I know she would do the same for me in a moment’s notice.  I got feelings of peace, strength and joy just from being near her.  
 
   I kissed her cheek right back.  “Gem, as crazy as it sounds, if I had to release zombies on the world to end up with Rachel, have a daughter like Lita, and have friends like you, I’d probably do it anyway.  I can’t imagine being anywhere else right now.”
 
   “Deep, and so un-Nelson like,” she said, a tear glistening in the corner of her eye.  “At least it would sound like that to the ears of people who don’t know you.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay.  Don’t bug me until I’m finished.”
 
   “I won’t.”  She poked me in the ribcage.
 
   “Hey!” I said.  “Seriously?”
 
   Gem smiled.  “I’ll behave.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   My Subdudo classes were more popular before the fence was finished, but a lot of my training focused on meditation and getting your head straight so you could quiet the noise.
 
   There’s a lot of noise in your head just knowing that the dead are walking, even with the defenses we’d put in place.  People still had to go out on regular supply runs and even with WAT-5, we had problems with the Mothers and the controlled Hungerers on a regular basis.
 
   On days when they felt them out there, Max and Isis would take their seats over the pit and lift the shade that blocked their siren calls to the Mothers.  They’d sit there and read books or listen to music, waiting as long as they could to handle any hordes that showed up at the pit.
 
   But sooner or later they had to leave their perches and go home.  Just because they didn’t sleep didn’t mean they didn’t get exhausted from the mental exertion, and I could usually spot it when I saw them.
 
   Isis’ and Max’s eyes, when they were 100% fresh and sharp, were laser red; you got the impression that they would light up a pitch black room bright enough to see, and it almost looked like they could burn holes in shit with them.
 
   When they were tired, it was as though there was a cloud over their eyes; it almost looked like cataracts lay over their irises.
 
   What I’m getting at is after they’d leave, the pit was still open for business, just like one of those spring-loaded, rodent paddle traps.  Remember there was a cage over the top of the pit, too, so if Mothers or Hungerers went in when Max and Isis were gone, they’d get trapped in there and have to mill around until someone showed up and activated the hydraulics or the urushiol and estrogen-blocking sprayers.
 
   No walkers had ever escaped from the pit up until that point.   Some of the Mothers had tried their vibration stuff, but one or two of them together wasn’t enough, and you hardly even knew they were giving it a go, except for a little dirt powdering off the sides of the pit walls.
 
   After reading our seventh chronicle, you know it took a whole bunch of them to trash the pit’s structure; I was pretty relieved after we got all the fencing rebuilt and the pit walls fortified again after Maestro’s onslaught.
 
   We were back in business within a week.
 
   But again, I digress.  Hemp says I have to digress a lot because my mind jumps around.  I think I digressed like five minutes after he told me that.
 
   Anyway.  I know I have a way of sidetracking, but you’re the one who decided to read this, and Gem’s the one who pushed me to do it.  So I’ll be digressing now.
 
   I was finishing up my Subdudo class.  At that session, Vikki, Victoria and Kimberly were there, along with two pregnant women, Danielle and Eden.  They both looked to be in their mid-twenties, and both had met their husbands in Kingman.  It had been a good session focused on quick spins and knee taps, with an emphasis on dropping your potential attacker to the ground.
 
   I taught two methods for every move because there was still the potential for being attacked by someone who required a real beat down rather than the passive Subdudo.  You guys know I’ve had to go the other route on occasion, and I don’t hold anything back when I’m using it on zombies; they got no nerve endings anyway, according to Hemp.
 
   He told me that even when you shoot them in the head – especially when you do that – they don’t feel shit.  They just die.
 
   Anyway, so Trina and Tay came in with their weapons while the women were packing their things and said, “Nel, wanna go shoot at the pit?”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “There’s like sixteen of them.  No Mothers, though.”
 
   “That’s just as well,” I said.  “So just the three of us?”
 
   “Unless Lita and Rachel want to come,” said Trina.  She had her hair up in what I guess is called a French braid.  She looked like such a young woman it was amazing to me.
 
   “Nah, Rachel’s getting her hair done and Lita wanted hers cut off at her shoulders.”
 
   “No way!” said Tay.  “She looks awesome with long hair!”
 
   “You’re preaching to the choir,” I said.  “But yeah, let’s go.  Got some targets down there, or do we need to stop?”
 
   “They’re still set up at the east end of the pit,” said Trina. “We were shooting yesterday and just left them.  Isis said she wanted to meet us there, too.”
 
   “What’s she practicing with?” I asked.
 
   “Crossbow,” said Taylor.  “She’s good, but it drives her nuts that I’m better.”
 
   “You giving her tips?” I asked.
 
   “Hell no!  It’s not like she couldn’t just reach in my mind and pull the info out if she wanted to,” Taylor said with a smile.  “I’m not making it any easier for her than I have to.”
 
   “Chicks are brutal,” I said shaking my head.  “Gimme a sec to close up shop.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll see you outside,” said Trina.  The girls went out and I grabbed my stuff and followed.
 
   By closing up shop, I really meant just grabbing my stuff and closing the door.  We never actually locked anything up in Kingman because we didn’t have any thieves.  
 
   The punishment for any crime was getting kicked out, and nobody wanted that.  If someone apologized and really seemed to get that they’d screwed up bad, that would usually get them out of a first offense for pretty much anything nonviolent.  
 
   A second offense and second apology didn’t work out the same at all.  The violator was escorted to the north gate and sent packing with enough food and water for a week.  They were given a spray bottle of Urushiol blended with the estrogen blocking agent, and forty hours of WAT-5, or around eight quarter-sized wafers.
 
   The community was an awesome accomplishment that we refused to allow to erode little by little because of a lack of discipline and rule of law.   Would you listen to me?   The freakin’ anti-establishment hippie touting government control.
 
   Let me tell you … it’s different when you build something yourself.  As for Kingman, we cherish it and protect the tranquility inside, because while we know it isn’t perfect, it’s shitloads better than what’s going on outside our gates.  I think I finally had some idea how our founding fathers felt about what they’d created.
 
   While I’m talking about Kingman’s rules, I might as well tell you that when we first settled the town, we were all pretty much living within the same class level, meaning nobody had much more than anyone else.  We hadn’t come up with any currency yet and still haven’t, so most things that change hands are bartered for something else.  You need plywood, I’ll trade you some fencing or clothes.  If you need help planting your garden, you can help me scrape and repaint my porch.  
 
   A lot of the help needed, along with the trade item being offered, was posted on a board at Three Sister’s Bar, which was in a building that was once Grumpy’s Steakhouse and Bar.  It was on the corner of Cedar and West A Avenue, and the ladies had done all the nasty cleanup of that building themselves.
 
   They had traded a bottle of rum for their hand-painted, colorful sign that now covered the old Grumpy’s sign.
 
   For the most part, nobody in Kingman except for Flex, Gem and Punch drove cars, and it was kind of a consensus that folks liked it that way.  I know I did.  We had two ambulances and two police cars, along with three EMS technicians and two cops.  All of them had worked in those positions before the craziness began.
 
   The three I just mentioned only did it because they liked having their fighting vehicles at the ready; and yeah, Punch’s GTO has now got the swiveling AK-47 and a cow catcher besides.
 
   The housing was acquired on a first-come, first-served basis, simply because some areas were more desirable than others.  That wasn’t because of any bad human elements tainting the neighborhood; it was because of proximity to the necessities, like water, food, entertainment and other stuff.
 
   There were still plenty of empty places in town, so we were good for a while.
 
   Anyway, looks like I have to digress again.  I was telling you about our trip to the pit for target practice.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Nice shooting, kid,” I said as Trina lowered her pair of .22 handguns.  She had been shooting with both hands and all of the bullets had hit in a six-inch diameter circle from around fifty feet away.
 
   “Thanks.  Love these guns.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s just because you’re not good with this yet,” said Tay, raising her crossbow sight to her eye.  She held steady for a moment and fired.
 
   The arrow hit the target almost the second it was fired, and it ended up about five inches off center.
 
   “Shit,” said Taylor.
 
   “Go again now, as though the Hungerer is coming toward you, getting closer and closer.  Put that urgency in your mind even when you practice.”
 
   We all turned around and saw Isis, her crossbow over her shoulder, eyeing the rotters that we had contained near the pit entrance.  Another single gate had been installed after the pit’s completion, and each time Isis and Max left the pit, they’d close it.
 
   This created a ten-foot wide containment pen for any rotters who showed up after they’d gone home for the night.  That way, if there was any hydraulic work or anything else that needed to be done, we could still access the whole pen and all of the equipment.
 
   That gate would be opened when we were ready to stop shooting target practice and go for some live deadheads.  The challenge might seem unnecessary; we opened the gate with all of us inside, on alert and ready to go.
 
   “Hey, Isis,” said Trina.  “Looks like we have nineteen now.”
 
   “When’s the scramble?” asked Isis.
 
   “We’re gonna let a little more lead fly first,” I said.  “Want in on it?” I asked.
 
   When The Scramble begins, all players are armed with the weapon or weapons of their choice.  All machine guns have to be on single-shot mode, and crossbow users are not allowed to retrieve their bolts until it’s over.
 
   When the gate is opened, all players must move in and attempt to kill every zombie in the pit with a sure, true aim.  
 
   They only get one shot per zombie.  Since everyone else is usually busy, nobody’s keeping track.  That part just comes down to trust unless they have a spotter, who marks down a rough description of every zombie and records all shots and kills.  
 
   “Everyone gone already?  Can I go?” asked Isis.
 
   “Slide in there beside Taylor,” I said.
 
   Isis walked up, her tall, thin body so elegant that she seemed to glide rather than walk; she may as well have floated over the dirt floor of the pit.
 
   She raised the weapon to her eye.  I heard something and looked up to see the arrow dead center in the bull’s eye.
 
   I looked back at Isis, who looked a little perplexed, and I saw why right away:  The arrow was still in her crossbow.
 
   “I win,” said Flex Sheridan Jr., from a diagonal position behind us, a big smile on his face.  We all spun around as he stood to full height. He’d been crouching behind the privacy screening of the fence around the pit and had fired his bolt through the holes in the fence.
 
   After complaints from one young mom, the opaque screen had been placed around the entire enclosure so that very young children couldn’t see over it and into our killing hole.
 
   “No worries, you weren’t in my line-of-fire … not that I have one.”
 
   Isis let her crossbow hang loosely in her arm and smiled at the young Flex.  “What do you mean you don’t have a line-of-fire?” she said.
 
   “Just that, Isis,” he said.  “You know I don’t need a clear shot.  We should go hunting sometime.”
 
   “Sure,” said Isis.  “You guys never ask me.”
 
   Flex Jr. trotted around the pit and reached a gate.  He used his keys to unlock it and came inside.  He started running again, and I couldn’t help but smile.
 
   The kid was in love, with a capital L, with Isis.  Wasn’t hard to see, but it also wasn’t hard to see why.
 
   With Isis aging at twice the rate of anyone else, I couldn’t see it happening between them, though.  The age difference – at least in appearance – would always turn heads.   That didn’t stop Flex senior’s boy, though.
 
   She loved to hunt, and so did Flex Jr.  Isis hadn’t gone with them as far as I knew, but Trina and Taylor would go with Flexy, Dave and Kevin Reeves and bag a few deer up in Raymond, about 55 miles northwest of Kingman.  It was a safe run to the wildlife refuge, and the deer population had gone nuts with years of no hunting.  
 
   I never went hunting, but I admit to eating the meat.  At first, when I heard people talking about venison, I thought it was the town they were driving to.  Flex set me straight.   That’s good.  I dig venison.
 
   Glad I know what the hell it is now.  It’s my philosophy you should pronounce peoples’ names right even when they tell you it’s close enough, and that you should be able to pronounce the name of what you put in your mouth.
 
   I had to get an anatomy lesson from Rachel just so I could be true to myself.  Ha ha, just kidding.  I guess I better erase that before I set this chronicle to permanent record.
 
   Isis stared at Flex Jr. when he wasn’t looking, too.  I could see they had a back and forth, and I was pretty good at sizing up attraction between folks – everyone but me.  Heck, I didn’t even know when I was falling in love.  Rachel had totally taken me by surprise.
 
   If I’m being honest, the biggest surprise to me was that she wanted me at all.
 
   “I’m tuning up,” I called, sitting on an upturned 5-gallon pail.   I pulled out my pipe and baggie and sprinkled some of the pre-fluffed weed inside.
 
   “You bring your stars?” asked Isis.
 
   “Yeah.  Ere.”  I couldn’t say the “H” because I was holding a hit.  Did I really have to say that?
 
   “Can I toss them?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Go head to head against Flexy there.  I taught him how, too.”
 
   Isis looked at Flex Jr.  “Hear that?  Are you in?”
 
   The girls were plinking away at their targets.  They were there for shooting practice and they didn’t tend to let idle chat interrupt that.  Behind us, two more abnormals had filed in and we were now building up quite a lot of moving targets for later.
 
   “Sure,” said Flexy.  “I’m not as good with them as Nel, and nowhere near where I wanna be yet.”
 
   Isis stood in front of me and Flexy came up beside her.  “Give ‘em,” he said.
 
   “Say pretty fuckin’ please.”
 
   “Pretty fuckin’ please.”
 
   I let my hit out and laughed.  “Here, Isis,” I said, giving her the belt of stars.  I told you I’d been making my own, and I had a great selection of about twenty – and that was just in a single belt.
 
   “Hey, I’m the one that asked,” said Flexy, his light brown hair parted on the side and sweeping over his right eye as it made its way to be tucked behind his ear.  
 
   “Yeah, and she was here first and she’s a girl.”
 
   “Wrong,” said Flexy, winking at me.  “She’s a woman.”
 
   It didn’t happen very often, but Isis blushed.  She smiled and turned back toward the targets.  
 
   “Get your shit together, Sheridan, because I’m going to school you on the art of Ninja stars.”
 
   “Must be the beginning class,” I said.  I’d been growing my own weed in a garden at home, and it was some kickass bud if I say so myself.  I’d set up a little shop, too, inside my Subdudo studio.  
 
   I know what you’re thinking, and yeah, I’m kinda popular in Kingman.
 
   “You take one and I take one.  Nelson, you too stoned to count off?”
 
   “Count off of what?” I asked.  “An abacus?”
 
   Suddenly everyone was shaking their heads.  
 
   “I’m kidding!” I said.  “Yeah, I’ll start.  Get in position.  Start at like fifty feet?”
 
   Both instinctively looked at the fence where the markings were.  They backed up and looked at their two targets.  
 
   “That’s pretty far,” said Flexy.
 
   “Wanna just pay up now?” asked Isis.
 
   Trina and Taylor stopped shooting and walked over.
 
   “I’ll put a dozen 9mm rounds on Isis,” said Trina.
 
   “You’re my freakin’ sister!” said Flexy.  “Seriously?” 
 
   “Girl power, little brother,” said Trina.  Her eyes spoke of the love she had for him.  
 
   “I’ll bet on you, Flexy,” said Tay, turning to Trina.  “You’re on.”
 
   Both took a deep breath.  
 
   “Ready?” I asked, my arm in the air.  “Hurry up, my arm’s already getting tired.”
 
   “Ready,” they both said together.
 
   “Go!”  I dropped my arm.
 
   I heard the ring-whistle of the stars flying, and simultaneously heard a single thump at impact.
 
   “That’s close,” I said.  “Hold your stars.”
 
   I walked up to the targets and of course everyone followed.  “Isis by a quarter inch.”
 
   Flexy looked at Isis.  “Been practicing, huh?”
 
   She smiled, then glanced at me.
 
   Flexy looked at me, glaring.  “Seriously?  Nel?   You’ve been training her behind my back?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   Flexy touched Isis’ arm, squeezing it for just a moment before releasing her.  “Next time, come to me.  I’ll train you.  One-on-one.”
 
   “And how shall I pay you, kind sir?” she asked.
 
   “The pleasure of your company is all that is required,” he said in a British accent.
 
   “You get that from my dad?” said Taylor, laughing.  “Flexy, you’re too much.”
 
   We all walked back to the fifty foot marker.  “Okay,” I said.  “This time you’ve got three rotters.  Each of them is coming a different way.   Young Sheridan, yours are moving right to left.  Isis, yours are moving left to right.  Start on the outside target at your start.   Then next target in, then the next target in.  The last shot will be on the same target.”
 
   Trina looked at me.  “Nelson, really?  You smoke one bowl and now you’re running training drills?”
 
   I held up the pipe.  “Shit works.  Want some?”
 
   “I have some at home,” said Trina.  “I like my plate to be empty when I smoke.”
 
   “Not me,” I said.  “I’d say I like a plate filled with Doritos or Twinkies, but since they’re all stale, I go with the peanut brittle, courtesy of Vikki Solms.  Shit is … wow.”  
 
   I was officially distracted, thinking about peanut brittle.
 
   “Call the shot, Nel,” said Isis, turning back toward the targets.   Flex Jr. stood on the far left and Isis stood on the far right.  Now they both had to heave their stars across the flight path of the other competitor.
 
   “Isis,” said Flexy, a cocky smile on his face.  “I’ll throw rising shots so you don’t have to worry about hitting my stars.”
 
   “It really doesn’t matter how you do it,” said Isis.  “I’ll be finished before you throw your third.”
 
   “No you won’t!” shouted Flexy, and drew his arm back.  Isis held out her open palm, the three stars stacked.   With what appeared to be just three slight bobs of her head, the stars flew from her palm, one-by-one, and hit the middle of the far left, the second one in, and the center target.
 
   After all three had embedded in their targets, Flexy’s second star struck.  He didn’t even bother to throw the last one.  He just smiled and shook his head.
 
   “Why couldn’t my mom have been just a little less careful around the red-eyes?” he asked.  “I’d love to have what you have.”
 
   “Careful what you wish for,” said Isis.  She went over and put her arm around Flexy’s waist.  “This crap isn’t all sunshine and lollypops.”
 
   “Does Vikki know how to make lollypops?” asked Trina.
 
   “I don’t know, but if she does, I want a dinner plate sized one right now,” I said.
 
   “Okay, I’m getting out,” I said.
 
   “Not yet, Nel,” said Trina.  “You now.  Put on a show.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, see that?” asked Flexy.  “He just wants you to spell out what you want to see so he can gloat.”
 
   “Dude,” I said.  “I wouldn’t gloat.  Not even to a goat.”
 
   “Here, Dr. Seuss,” said Isis.  “Go.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows.  “Okay.  You asked for it.  And you know, when you ask Nelson Moore for something, you get it until you’re sick of it.”
 
   “You’re like pancakes,” said Taylor.  “All good in the beginning, but after a while you’re fuckin’ sick of ‘em.”
 
   “Ah, and that joke was stolen from very, very dead comedian Mitch Hedberg,” I said.  “So I take zero offense.”
 
   I strapped on my star belt and stood dead center, the five targets twenty yards away.  “Ready?” I asked.
 
   “Hells yeah!” said Gem, standing outside the fence.  “I came to watch the zombie splat fest, but I’m glad I got here for the real show.”
 
   “Hey, Mom,” said Flexy.  Trina smiled and waved, too.
 
   “I need quiet.  I don’t really, but it sounds cool if I say I do.”
 
   “Throw!” said Isis.
 
   In my head I counted off.  There would be a half-second pause between throws. It was how much time it took my hands and arms, honed with muscle memory as good as my brain memory, to reach for another star and draw my arm back.
 
   I glanced down once at my stars, then looked at each target.
 
   “Somebody say go.”
 
   Everybody yelled GO! at once.
 
   I picked the star from my belt and side-armed it to the target.  I was throwing the second one by the time the first one hit.  Then the third.  I spun around and winged the fourth, then did a roundhouse kick with my right leg and flung the fifth.
 
   I stopped spinning and stood facing the pit of zombies; a red-eyed Mother had entered the pit.   She was standing against our partition fence staring at me.  
 
   “Where the mother fuck is Lola when you need a good throwing knife,” I said.
 
   “Nelson,” said Isis.  
 
   I turned around and she was walking alongside the targets.  “Seriously?  You meant to get triple scores, hitting one through five in sequence?”
 
   “It’s like I always tell you guys,” I said, feeling my pot-induced smile spread from cheekbone to cheekbone.  “Weed helps me get all up in my Zen.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I’m not playing in the scramble because I don’t want to hear all the whining when I kick everyone’s ass,” I said, smiling.
 
   “Nel,” said Trina, “You can take out the Mother if you want.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “It’s better than watching Isis have ‘em gouge their stomachs out.”
 
   “Seriously Nelson?” said Isis.  “I was a baby then and I saved your asses.”
 
   “You were never really a baby,” I said, with a wink.  “But sure, I’ll take her out.”
 
   “Open the gate, Aunt Gemmy!” shouted Taylor.
 
   I stood twenty feet from the gate and it swung inward smoothly, Gem pulling the rope through a complex pulley system that Hemp had designed.
 
   The  Hungerers started moving in, and the mother started directing.  The rotters split into four groups and began moving triple their normal speed through the pit.  The girls and Flex Jr. spun around, their eyes tracking the abnormals, and I saw Gem, still on the outside of the pit fence, her Uzi trained on the ones closest to her girls and son.
 
   I winged my first star.  And my second.
 
   The Mother threw her hands up, blocking both.
 
   My third and fourth were already in the air by the time she stopped the first two.  They plowed directly into her eye sockets.  I ran toward her, another star already in my hands.  I flung it in a full run and it pegged her right in the cranium.
 
   She teetered as the gobs of black-red blood flowed down her face.  I reached her, my leg high, and kicked her right in the chest.  She slammed backward down to the ground, and I pulled out my Glock 40 and shot her in the face.
 
   “Jeez, Nel,” shouted Gem.  “How many ways you gotta kill her?”
 
   The rotters broke formation and started wandering again.  I kept my eye on them – none of us were on WAT-5 – and plucked my stars from the mother’s face and head.
 
   I moved to the entrance, keeping my eye on the game inside.  I climbed up the catwalk stairs and walked out to the chairs that normally seated Max and Isis.  Gem followed me up.
 
   “That looked like you were pissed off,” she said.
 
   “Nah, Gem,” I said.  “Don’t like what they do, though.  Dangerous how they guide the Hungerers.”
 
   “Give me your pipe,” she said.
 
   I did.  She finished it.  “What’s the score?”
 
   All twenty-four zombies were already dead.  It was Taylor with six, Trina and Flex Jr. with five each, and Isis had taken down eight.
 
   “Game!” I shouted.  
 
   Scoring wasn’t as easy as it seemed.
 
   “You guys know who won?” asked Gem.
 
   They all shook their heads.
 
   “Winner is Trina,” said Nelson.
 
   “Trina?” asked Taylor.  “I outshot her.”
 
   “You shot more,” I said.  “But you missed more.”
 
   The entire game had taken under a minute.  It was why the practice beforehand was so important to the fun of it all.
 
   “Okay, there were twenty-four plus the Mother.  I took her out.  Trina, congratulations.  You took out five with only six shots.  You were slow and methodical.”
 
   “Whoa, methodical,” said Flexy.  “Big word Nel.”
 
   “Tell it to Hemp, bro,” I said.  “And don’t be a smartass, because you were second.  You took down five too, but it took you seven shots.”
 
   “I was worse than that?” asked Isis.
 
   “You’re breakin’ my heart,” said Flexy.
 
   Isis made a pouting face and Flex Jr. laughed.  So did his mom, sitting next to me.  “They’re cute, huh?”
 
   “I don’t think your kid wants to be cute,” I said.  “I think he wants to be sexy.  To Isis.”
 
   “I know,” said Gem.  “It’s cute.”
 
   “Taylor, chick, you did really good, but you used eleven rounds to take out your six.”
 
   “What about me?” asked Isis.
 
   “Disqualified,” I said.
 
   “Disqualified?” she said, her face incredulous.
 
   Now, keep in mind that I mean that word in the way I’ve always interpreted it.  I take two words:  Incredible and fabulous.  It means awesome.  Isis looked like she thought she was awesome – which she was.  “You got your eight in eight shots,” I said.
 
   “So why don’t I win?”
 
   “Because you were born incredulous.”
 
   “To quote from The Princess Bride,” said Gem, her stoned eyes smiling, “I don’t think that word means what you think it means.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s time to bring you up to where I was supposed to all along.  Now.
 
   Now is the end of 2028.  Maestro has been dead for a while, Kimberly and many, many others are dead too, but hey … we’re secure.  Most of us made it.
 
   Maestro reminded us that it’s tentative, this freedom behind the walls we’ve built.  For once we have enough people and enough defenses that we can band together and be quite a force if necessary, but if we’re not ready for anything at any time, it can all crumble – literally crumble, like the walls of our pit under the duress of the Mothers.
 
   New Year’s Eve is tomorrow night.  It should be an awesome celebration.   We’ve gathered tons of fireworks, and Hemp’s tested some.  He said they seem stable enough.  All still wrapped in their cellophane packaging; the best ones, too.  Almost professional grade.  We plan to really put on a show for our residents.  We even have a band for which I fully intend to play air guitar.
 
   I’m really good.  You may laugh if you want, but I literally don’t miss a fake note with my fake guitar.
 
   And it’s a Fender.
 
   Flex and Gem still grieve their boy, Flexy Jr.  I do, too.  I know Isis does.  She was in a funk for weeks after he was killed, and at his mention she still clouds over, though the emotion always turns into a smile when she really thinks about him.
 
   She carries the picture he drew of her in her bag at all times.  Charlie laminated it for her, and she proudly shows it to anyone interested.
 
   Isis has become more … normal, I guess.  It’s not like I’d know normal if it kicked me in the nuts, but she really seems like an everyday chick to me.  The red eyes always remind me, but if not for that, nobody who just met her would be the wiser about her abilities.
 
   You’re probably wondering if the Mothers still sense her as if she is their baby.  The answer is, we don’t know.  Before the Maestro conflict, we’d begun intentionally creating more like Max and Isis, if you remember.  It turns out our timing couldn’t have been worse, because they were being born and their siren calls were pouring on the steam with all the Maestro-created Mothers.   
 
   It was a regular zombiepalooza for a day or two there.
 
   It didn’t end anytime soon, either, even after we defeated Maestro.  Our pit was filling up with Mother after Mother, along with all the Hungerers they would bring along.
 
   Isis and Max thought that was just swell.  They didn’t have to use the energy to summon them because they just showed up.
 
   Anyway.  Let me tell you about New Year’s Eve, 2029.  It was sizing up to quite possibly be the biggest New Year’s celebration in the entire world.
 
   At least as far as we knew.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I was pretty busy leading up to New Years because it seemed everyone and their brother wanted weed.  That holiday sure brings out the stoners, I’ll tell you.
 
   The cool part was nobody in town had to drive.  Hemp had set up an electric train of Golf Carts that he trickle charges all the time, and it was to be the shuttle for anyone who had too much of anything in particular.
 
   I think we were all ready.  The year before we had just finished dealing with Maestro; it wasn’t what you could call a time to celebrate.  We were still mourning our lost loved ones and licking our wounds, not to mention rebuilding.
 
   Now … now, a year later, we were ready to party.  We had another surprise a couple of days shy of the big celebration.
 
   Gem, Flex, Trina and Max were with me that day.  We were painting the outside of Three Sisters Bar a bright yellow with orange trim.  The weather was a balmy 53 degrees, we’d only gotten an inch of snow all month, which had all melted away.  We were enjoying being outdoors.
 
   As for a top coat on Three Sisters, I suggested purple polka dots, but it kinda fell on deaf ears.  Bars are supposed to be fun, right?  
 
   Anyways, we were just near the south fence, which was mostly double chain link, but you can still see through it pretty well.
 
   I saw Gem turn and look at something.  She stared, and her eyes followed movement.  Her paint brush was dripping onto her shoes, and I said, “What’s up, Gemmy?”
 
   She snapped to and secured her brush in the paper tub she held and put both of them down.  “People,” she said, standing and getting her Uzi from a nearby chair.
 
   We all kept our guns with us.  No chances would be taken unless the ladies had casino night at Three Sisters.
 
   “Babe?” asked Flex, standing up and arching his back in a stretch.  “What is it?”
 
   Gem walked to the fence fast.  Flex followed, and soon Trina and Max caught up.  I kicked back in a chair and pulled out a roach I’d been toking on earlier.
 
   There was a gate fifteen feet further west, so Gem walked along the fence and reached the gate, pulling out her keys.  They moved behind the pit fence and I lost sight, so I had to get up and go after them.
 
   I sure wished people would just relax now and then, but we’ve got a nosy group.
 
   As I neared the gate, Gem had it open and a woman and a boy of maybe eleven years walked in, his hand clasped in hers.  Her shoulder was wrapped in a towel and she was a filthy mess.
 
   The boy looked better, but mostly scared.
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” said Gem.  “Hurry up, come on in.”
 
   She gave Gem a grateful smile and stumbled right into Flex’s arms.  He threw her arm over his shoulder and lifted her easily, carrying her to the chair that I had vacated a few moments earlier.
 
   “She alright?” I asked.  “She looks sick.”
 
   “Where did you come from?” asked Flex.  “Your boy here … he’s what?  Ten?  Eleven?”
 
   “I lost track,” she said.  “Eleven I think.  That’s Colton.  I’m Irene.”
 
   “Irene, this is Kingman, Kansas.”
 
   The woman burst into tears.  “Kingman?  Really?”  She looked around, then turned to eye the fence that stretched off in both directions as far as she could see, I knew.
 
   “I’ve heard about this town for years,” she whimpered.  “Years.  I thought it was just stories.”
 
   “No,” said Max.  “We’ve nurtured this place.  Ma’am, are you okay?”
 
   She looked at him and gasped, jumping out of the chair and staggering backward, her hands reaching for her son’s arm.  She pulled him away from Max Chatsworth.
 
   “No, no!” said Gem.  “He’s not one of them.  He’s fine and you’re safe!”
 
   “His eyes are red!” she cried.  “Like those evil females out there!”
 
   “He’s been affected by them but he can control them, Ma’am,” said Flex.  “He’s what we call a Hybrid.”
 
   “Is something wrong with your shoulder?” asked Trina.  “We have a doctor in town.”
 
   The woman’s eyes went to her son, and he shot her a quick glance before looking away.
 
   “Ma’am?” asked Flex.  “Let me take a look.”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine,” she said.
 
   “Lady, I see blood on the towel,” I said.  “If you’re injured, you could get infected.  The sooner you get it looked at, the more likely you’ll be around for your kid.”
 
   Tears made clean streaks over her dirty cheeks, and she let go of the towel and dropped her arms to her sides.  Gem carefully unwrapped it.
 
   The terry material clung to the wound; a bite mark.  Not just a bite mark.  A bite gouge.  It was already infected.
 
   “When did this happen?” asked Flex.
 
   “Last night,” she said.  “I was supposed to stay awake and I fell asleep.”  
 
   “She’s fine!” shouted Colton.
 
   Gem knelt down and took the boy by the hands.  “Colton, she’s not fine.  Why don’t both of you come with us to Doc Scofield’s clinic and we’ll radio for him to meet us there with Hemp.  He’s our resident scientist, and he might have some ideas based on the injury.”
 
   “There aren’t any ideas,” Irene said.  “No ideas.  That’s why I kept walking.  It was that or … my boy’s got my gun.  I only have one bullet left.  He was supposed to –”
 
   “We get it,” I said.  “C’mon.  Don’t give up hope until Hemp sees you.”
 
   “You going to be strong?” asked Gem, looking into Colton’s eyes.
 
   He nodded, his own tears flowing.  
 
   “Don’t worry.  We’ll do everything we can.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hemp arrived in a few minutes with Grampa Jim, who gave her an injection of something that made her pretty tired.  When they cleaned the bite out with urushiol and rubbing alcohol, she didn’t flinch.
 
   I went outside when they started that and sat with Colton.  He seemed like a cool kid.  “Dude, your mom doesn’t know how old you are?”
 
   “Things get busy,” he said.  “With the zombies and stuff.”
 
   “So you call ‘em zombies, too,” I said.   “Funny.  You weren’t even alive when the whole zombie movie and TV show thing was big.”
 
   He looked at me.  “TV show?”
 
   “Holy shit,” I said.   “It’s like talking to a cave man.  Or a cave boy.”
 
   Gem came out and sat beside Colton.  “How you doin’ kiddo?” she asked.
 
   He shrugged.  “Okay.  How’s my mom?”   She looked up at Gem, who returned a kind smile.  
 
   “She’s sleeping.  You want to go in and sit with her?”
 
   Colton nodded and stood.  Gem did, too.
 
   “Wait here,” she said.
 
   I didn’t ask questions.  When Gemmy said to do something, I pretty much just did it.
 
   After she led Colton back inside, Max, my grampa, Flex, Gem and Hemp came back outside and stood around me.  “I didn’t want to say anything in there,” said Hemp, “but it’s a Hungerer bite and it’s angry and infected.”
 
   “Even I knew that,” I said.  “What to do?”
 
   “It’s likely too late, but all we can do is amputate her arm.  It’s the best last hope she has.  Unfortunately, it will be a difficult and deep amputation.  It’s up on her shoulder and it will be dangerous.”
 
   “I’m not even up to trying it,” said my gramps.  “It’s called a forequarter amputation, and it’s very, very difficult.  Requires a surgeon.  Not even sure Lee Palmer can do it.  He was a surgeon, but he specialized in knee replacements.”
 
   Hemp shook his head.  “To be honest, I have no confidence in any success.  It’s far too late and … wait.  Wait!”
 
   “What?” I asked.  “What, Hemp!”
 
   “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it.  For Christ’s sake, we used it on Kevin Reeves in Concord.”
 
   “The fuckin’ Hyperbaric Chamber!” shouted Flex.  “Hemp, is it too late for that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said.  “But it’s got to be tried.”
 
   We heard a scream from inside.  Colton’s scream.
 
   Gem dropped her Uzi into her hand and turned toward the door.   She pulled it open and charged in, all of us on her tail.
 
   Colton was on the floor in the corner holding the revolver in his hands.  The barrel shook wildly as he held it on his mother, who had transformed … that fast.
 
   “Colton!” shouted Gem.  “Come here, baby.   Drop the gun and come here!”
 
   He glanced at Gem, his eyes wide and scared.  His infected mother was now five feet away.
 
   Gem suddenly shoved her Uzi in my hands and ran to him.  Colton spun around and shot her, the unexpected explosion rocking all of us.
 
   Blood flew from the wound and Gem spun to her right, did a full twist and hit the floor hard, her head smacking the linoleum floor.
 
   “Gem!” shouted Flex, and ran to where she lay, unconscious.  Max held out his hand and the gun, as though magnetic, flew from Colton’s into his own.  He threw it out the door. 
 
   It all happened in a split-second.  I dropped the Uzi onto a gurney and ran toward the boy, grabbing his hands and dragging him to the door.  Once we got there, I pulled him up and pushed him outside.
 
   “What the hell did you shoot Gem for?” I asked.  “She was helping you, man!   She was fucking helping you!”
 
   I heard the Uzi’s rat-a-tat-tat in full auto mode, and I dropped down on the bench, shaking like a leaf.
 
   I didn’t let go of Colton’s hand.  He pulled away from me and kicked at me, swinging at me with his balled fists as he shrieked in mental agony.
 
   I stood and met each attempted strike, and I spun around him, giving him quick strikes to the backs of his legs and his neck.  He went down like a rag doll and I dropped down and sat on him before he realized he wasn’t hurt.
 
   “Will someone come out here and tell me how Gemmy is!” I shouted, leaning over to pound on the door.  “Now!”
 
   I’ll admit it.  I was freaked out.  I couldn’t imagine a world without Gem Sheridan in it.  I couldn’t imagine a Flex without Gem.
 
   I cried … no.  I broke down.  I thought the worst and a second later, Max came outside and dropped to his knees in front of me.  “Nel, man.  Nel, she’s going to be okay.  The bullet hit her in the side and broke a rib.  It bounced right back out.”
 
   I stared into his crimson eyes.  “Max?  Really?”
 
   “Really, Nel.  Your grandfather is working on her now.”
 
   I let out my breath and wiped at my eyes.
 
   “Is my mom okay?” asked Colton.
 
   Max touched Colton’s hand and closed his eyes.  Colton immediately calmed.  His breathing steadied.  He also closed his eyes and quit trying to get out from under me.
 
   I heard words in my head.  It even sounded like Max.  “You can get off of him now, Nelson.”
 
   I eased off Colton, who lay on his back, as still as the dead.
 
   I watched these two, Max only a couple of years older but worlds different from the young, scared kid he was connecting with.
 
   It lasted a full minute.
 
   “Really?” said Colton, suddenly opening his eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Max.  “She would have killed you, Colton.  She didn’t know who you were any more.  She didn’t know you were her son.”
 
   He sat up and broke into heavy sobs, and I dropped back down and sat next to him.  I put my arm around Colton’s shoulders and he leaned into me and cried.
 
   “I’ll go check on Gem,” said Max, leaving us.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Gem did have a fractured right rib, but the bullet had ricocheted back through her skin as it passed through, so she only required some antibiotics and stitches.  She was going to be okay.
 
   Flex had ended Irene’s life by emptying the entire magazine of Gem’s Uzi into her walking dead corpse.
 
   With the boy alone, and Flex and Gem with a spare room, they offered to let Colton live with them if he wanted to.  I’m not sure if he said yes because he was sorry he shot Gem or if he really wanted to, but I knew Flex would be an awesome influence on him, so I was glad when the kid agreed.
 
   He wasn’t up for a New Year’s celebration.  It was to go on, though.  The rest of the town was ready, and what had happened to Colton and Irene wasn’t exactly unique.  Neither were kids who were born into the post-apocalyptic world.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Everything was set.  The stage, the band, my air guitar was tuned, and all the booze, weed and munchies were in position on several dump tables taken from various stores around town.  White tablecloths were draped over each one and it looked pretty festive, if I say so myself.
 
   The fireworks platform was set up behind the stage, and everyone in Kingman was ready for the biggest celebration ever.
 
   It was around 8:00 PM when all the Kingmaniacs, as I called them, started trickling in.  I was volunteering so I got there early, and I told the first arrivals where to find the refreshments.
 
   The band was playing by 8:30.  They called themselves Breathers.  Hemp set up a large transformer he said would allow them to jam for at least four hours, so I was ready to rock out.   
 
   The band included Lana Sibley, who played bass, Jim Cole on drums, Giles Batchelor – also a British dude like Hemp – on guitar, and CJ DeAndrea, a former church organist, on keyboards.  
 
   Since CJ was older, she knew most of the tunes, which was pretty much just 70s and 80s rock, but Jim and Giles had to listen to a shitload of MP3 tracks before they mastered the old Bad Company, Aerosmith, Zeppelin, Stones and Beatles.  
 
   I made sure they learned I Saw Her Standing There, by The Beatles.  It was one of my favorites.
 
   I was bopping around there like a goofball, whipping out my Stratocaster periodically and laying down lead riffs.  I’d not only smoked a couple of bowls all by myself, I also took about three tequila shots, so I was feelin’ good and dancing with Lita and Rachel almost every song.  Lita didn’t know any of them, but she loved music from when she was just a little baby.
 
   She especially loved it when I flipped my hair back and forth while I jammed on my Fender, total hair band style.
 
   Gem showed up with Flex at about 9:00, and I wondered where Colton was.  I broke away from dancing to a halfway decent version of The Who’s Pinball Wizard and went up to her.
 
   “Where’s the kid?” I asked.
 
   “He’s with Trini and Tay,” she said.  “They’re having a talk with him.”
 
   “Man.  How are you?”
 
   “Just slow dancing for me tonight.”  She raised her shirt and showed me the large Ace bandage wrapped around her midsection.
 
   “Are they going to bring him down here?”
 
   “They’re going to try.  They gave him an orange soda and lots of soft conversation.  He was beginning to get a handle on things.  He’s seen a lot of death.  Just not his mom.”
 
   “He never saw her, right?  After Flex shot her?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.  Okay.  I hope maybe they can get him to come.”
 
   The band entered into the opening notes of REO Speedwagon’s Time For Me To Fly, and Gem stood and held out her hand to Flex.  “You sure?” he asked.
 
   “Be gentle with me, Mr. Sheridan.”
 
   “Too fuckin’ old to be anything else,” he said, standing and taking her hand.  They moved to the middle of the dance floor and held each other gently as they moved around the parquet.
 
   I smiled, watching her.  She was one tough lady.  I was so glad she was alive.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Max and Isis showed up together, holding hands.  I had to do a double-take.   I knew that after Flexy Jr. was killed, Max insisted he would win her over, and now he seemed to be keeping that promise.
 
   I saw Gemmy look over and smile.  It was a sad smile, and I’m sure she was thinking about her son’s infatuation with the special young woman.
 
   Max and Isis danced, and it was a little distracting, I must admit.  As they moved around, their red, pinpoint eyes kept catching my eye.
 
   As they played Hollywood Nights by Bob Seger, I lifted my little girl into my arms and spun her around, letting her hair fly.  She laughed, and I glanced over at Rachel, who was on her second drink and lost in thought as she watched us.  
 
   Soon, everyone was there, the conversation was loud to be heard over the music, and nobody was feeling any pain.  Some younger parents had gone home early, but our little one-year-old Hybrids, created just as the Maestro  catastrophe was going on, didn’t sleep, so their parents weren’t compelled to tuck them in.
 
   There were five of them.  We didn’t make any more.  After what happened, it just seemed foolish.  We all meant it to be a good thing, but in the end, nobody was prepared to go out in the world and build another Kingman to kill more zombies.
 
   We had a perfectly good Kingman right there.  The infants had all been trained to close their siren shades by Max and Isis, who had not had anyone to train them.  
 
   It turns out it was just a process, and with only about a week’s training and some experimentation in telepathy on the parts of Max and Isis, the new little Hybrids mastered it.
 
   Vikki danced with some guy I didn’t know, and they seemed to be having a good time.
 
   Really good.  Vikki disappeared around 9:30 and I didn’t see her and the guy again.   When they left, they hadn’t been walking toward her place; that’s all I’m sayin’.
 
   Victoria danced with Kevin Reeves most of the night.  I’m pretty sure she was waiting for midnight to lay one on him.  She’d taken about five hits of weed up to that point.
 
   Hemp and Charlie never sat.  They were on their feet the entire night, and damned if Hemp couldn’t dance like a son-of-a-bitch.  He was spinning her around and dipping her and shit.  I felt like a bad puppet watching him.  At about a quarter ‘til midnight, the guys in charge of fireworks moved to the back of the stage to get things ready.
 
   Just with five minutes to spare, I saw Trina, Taylor and Colton walking toward the party.  I guess they were able to get him worked up over the promise of fireworks.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The countdown began and Jim Cole tapped out the seconds on his drum set … five … four … three … two …”
 
   “One!” the crowd screamed, followed by “Happy New Year!”  Everyone cheered and hugged one another, and I saw Flex gently lean down and lift his injured wife in his arms and pull her into a kiss.
 
   Rachel and I knelt down to Lita’s height and we all hugged one another tight.  I kissed both my girls, and we stood again.  I put my arms around Rachel and brought her in for a proper grownup kiss.
 
   “Rach, I never thought I could be so happy.  Especially in a world like this one.”  I looked down at her face, more than a foot lower than my own.  She was only small in height, though.  She was a hundred feet tall to me.
 
   “I love you, Nel,” she said.  “Happy New Year, baby.”
 
   The fireworks rocketed above us and exploded, a bright red, white and blue star lighting up the town of Kingman.  Everyone stopped and watched as dozens more lit up the night sky for the next fifteen minutes.
 
   The grand finale was really, really grand, but that name didn’t seem to fit.
 
   Nah, it didn’t feel like a finale.
 
   It felt like a beginning.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   My radio crackled and I woke with a start.  I glanced at my battery-powered clock and saw that it was 5:15 AM.
 
   “Nelson!” it came again.
 
   I recognized it as Hemp’s voice.
 
   “Nelson, do you hear me?”
 
   I grabbed the radio by our bed and pushed the button.  My head ached from the tequila, and I was still trying to focus.
 
   “Hemp, is that you?”  There was a strange screaming in the background.  “Man, are you alright?”
 
   “No, Nelson.  I need you to go next door and help Teressa Ainsley get Hannah to the clinic.  Hurry!”
 
   “Why?  Is she okay?”
 
   “Nothing is okay.  Hurry, Nelson.  I know Rachel has Lita to look after, but have her radio Dave Gammon and have him get over to Jill Richard’s place.”
 
   “Hemp, what’s going on?   She’ll need to tell Dave something!”
 
   “David will know when he arrives.  Hurry, Nelson and go!”
 
   This was a big switch from our celebration earlier.  I  gave the radio to Rachel.  “Here, put a call out to Dave Gammon and don’t stop until he answers.  Tell him to get over to Jill Richards’ place.”
 
   “What’s going on, Nel?” said Rachel, waking.  “Was that Hemp?”
 
   “I have to go.  I’ll take the other radio.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I said.  “I’ll buzz you when I know.”
 
   “Are we safe?”
 
   “Hemp would’ve said so if we weren’t.  Call Dave!”
 
   I pulled on my pants and threw on a tee shirt, a baseball cap and sandals.  I ran out the front door and to the left, reaching the porch of Teressa’s house in under thirty seconds.  I heard  a child in distress the moment the door opened.
 
   “Nelson, come in!” Teressa left the door and hurried inside.  I followed.
 
   Her daughter, Hannah, had her hands pressed over her ears and she was talking.  She was only a year old, but she was saying, “I can’t stop it.  I’m trying, but I can’t stop it.  I need … help.  Help.   Please.”
 
   “What is it, Hannah?” I asked.  “Are you in pain?” 
 
   “Hemp said you’ll help us get to the clinic,” said Teressa.  She was in her late twenties, and the young man she’d had the baby with was killed two months before Hannah was born.   His name had been Jacob, and I liked him.
 
   “She started screaming around 4:30 this morning,” said Teressa.  “Out of the blue, she just started shrieking.  She’s calmed a bit, but she said the pain in her ears is the same, she’s just learned how to channel it somehow.”
 
   I knelt down.  “Hannah, I’m picking you up, okay?”
 
   She nodded her head fast, her eyes squeezed together.  Up went her arms.
 
   I scooped her up and stood, turning toward the door.  “I don’t know what’s happening,” I said, “but bring some clothes for her.   No telling how long she’ll be there.”
 
   “Okay.  Be careful with her.”
 
   I left and ran.  I held the one-year-old infant who was the size of a two-year-old, and gave every bit of my hung over energy to my feet and legs.  I turned left, then right, and looked ahead to the clinic down the street. There were others outside.
 
   When I got there I was exhausted.   Hemp rushed toward me and held out his arms.  “I’ve got her,” he said, taking her.  “How are you, little one?”
 
   “It hurts, uncle Hemp!” she screamed.
 
   Hemp turned and ran into the clinic, calling back, “Nel, run toward Jill Richards’ house and make sure Dave is bringing Lily.”
 
   Half an hour later, we had all the Hybrids at the clinic.  Each of them had a terrible, intense noise shrieking in their heads.  They all described it almost identically:
 
   It was like a million voices screaming at once.
 
   Max lay on a sofa, his mouth set in a thin line and his eyes squeezed closed.  Hemp sat beside him, soothing him.  With a last squeeze of his son’s shoulder, he stood.
 
   “I can’t … think, dad,” he said.
 
   “I know, son.  We’ll come up with something.”
 
   He walked to where Isis lay.  She also had her hands over her ears.  “Isis, do you know what’s happening?” asked Hemp.
 
   “No,” she whimpered.  “I can’t … process a thought.  My head’s … just screaming.  Screams.  That’s all.  At first it was incapacitating.  I was … immobilized from the pain.  Now I don’t even know … if our shades are up or down.”
 
   I could see in Hemp’s eyes that he was very concerned for all of them, but especially his Max.  As for Isis, her eyes were squeezed closed and she lay on her back on a sofa, her hands over her ears.
 
   Hemp looked helpless.  “Sedation is the only option, I’m afraid,” he said in a low voice, walking with me and Charlie to the opposite corner of the room.  “I don’t know if it will work, but I’m very concerned how this will affect them if we can’t relieve them of it.”
 
   Charlie looked at him, her face worried.  “Then do it.  I can’t stand seeing them this way, sweetie.”
 
   “WAT-5 should do it, right?” I asked.  “It worked for Isis back in that bunker in California.”
 
   “Yes, yes!” said Hemp.  “I get so worked up sometimes that I lose the simplest solutions.”
 
   Hemp rushed to a cabinet and opened it.  He removed a large, glass jar and put it on the table.  Removing the lid, he pulled out a handful of the wafers.  
 
   “Where’s Liza?” asked Charlie.  “Liza and her son, Derek?”
 
   “Crap, they’re not here!” I said.  “They’re just like two streets over.  I’ll go.”
 
   In the clinic were Isis and Max, Hannah and Lily, Michael and Lola.  Lola was experiencing the same as the others, but to a slightly lesser degree.
 
   Flex ran in, his face flushed, his eyes tired.  “Guys.  We have a bigger problem.”
 
   “Bigger?” asked Hemp.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “Fuckin’ zombies,” he said.  “Nelson, come with me.  You got your gun?”
 
   “No, dude!  I had my hands full of Hannah.”
 
   “Take this,” said Charlie, giving me Hemp’s MP5.  Flex had his Daewoo.
 
   The sun was coming up.  I ran alongside Hemp toward the home of Liza and Jared Trainor and their son Derek.  I had newfound energy as we rounded the corner of Sugar Street and hit Washington.
 
   We both staggered to a stop.  We stared.
 
   From north to south, as far as we could see, zombies lined the fence.  Not solid, but there were at least a hundred of them from what I could estimate.
 
   “What the fuck,” said Flex, pulling out his radio.  “Hemp, get the entire goddamned town on WAT-5 like right now.  Sound the siren, professor.”
 
   He switched channels and said, “Gem?  Gem, you there?  Rachel?   Are you listening?”
 
   The town siren wailed.
 
   “I’m here!” said Gem.  “Flex, I hear the siren!  What’s going on?”
 
   “I’m here too,” said Rachel.  “Nelson, are you there?”
 
   Flex pushed the button.  “We’re both here and we came to get Liza, Jared and Derek.  There are zombies at the fence.    Lots of ‘em.  Something terrible’s going on with our Hybrids, too.”
 
   “Isis and Max too?” asked Gem.
 
   “All of ‘em.  They’re in agony.”
 
   “Rach, I don’t know what’s happening, but you and me need to get up on your ultra light like now.   We need to see how far this shit goes!”
 
   Rachel had come across the ultra light two-seater airplane in a big metal building in Wichita.  She insisted on several trips back there, hauling good gasoline along with us.  She only took three or four practice runs before she mastered the simple controls and learned how to fly it.  It was way more fuel-efficient than a helicopter, and she could keep it near our house.
 
   “I’ll get it ready,” Rachel said.  “You guys go get the Trainors.”
 
   “Gem stay in the house, get your Uzi ready, and you and Colton take WAT-5.  Have him take it first, then you.  If he flakes out while you’re sleeping, I want him and you on it.”
 
   “Okay, Flex.  Be safe,” she said.
 
   We turned and ran the block south to the Trainor’s house.  It was dark.  I bounded up the porch and saw Flex struggle to mount the steps.  He was tired.  I saw it in every movement.
 
   I heard a sound from inside and pulled my headlight from my pocket and strapped it over my ball cap.
 
   The second I turned on the light and pushed through the unlocked door, the carnage came into view.  
 
   Jared Trainor, the father and husband, was on his back, torn open.  Two tattered, emaciated males fed on his intestines.   The closet door was open and a female – I could see she was a red-eye from her straight hair – crouched down, burrowing her face into something.  
 
   I raised my gun, my finger on the trigger, when she suddenly turned and stared at me.
 
   Her eyes.  Red, but … not as red.  Faded somehow.
 
   I shook it off and fired at her, blowing the entire cap of her skull behind her, into the closet.   Flex had fired at the same time, killing the two feeding on Jared.
 
   The corpse of Liza Trainor was unrecognizable.  She was devoured.  Nothing fed on her at that moment.  I walked to the closet where the Mother had collapsed.
 
   I gripped the door frame with one hand and kicked her off of what I instantly saw was baby Derek.  The child had been a Hybrid, and the kid was so smart and funny, he had become a favorite of mine among all the strange, talking infants in town.
 
   “How the hell did they get in, Flex?” I asked, choking back a gag.
 
   “We’re wasting time,” said Flex, his expression flat.  “Maybe you can see from the air with Rachel.”
 
   “Right,” I said.  I turned toward the door.  Flex didn’t move.  “You gonna be alright?” 
 
   Flex stared at the carnage for a long moment before he answered me.
 
   “God I hope so, Nel.  Hurry.  You guys get that bird in the air.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Because Rach was so small and I was so skinny, we could take off in her modified ultra light plane.  Hemp’s fuel preservation and enrichment had worked like a charm, and the fuel still vaporized and fed the needs of all kinds of combustion engines.   I sat in back and Rachel sat in the front seat as she idled it around until it faced south.
 
   She accelerated.  I gripped the sides and watched the horizon grow lighter and lighter as we rolled.
 
   At speed, Rachel moved the joystick and the little plane rose off the ground and climbed at a smooth angle into the sky.
 
   I saw it immediately.  Tears flooded into my eyes.   She flew higher, and in another thirty seconds, she reached back and grabbed my hand, squeezing it.
 
   Below us, all along the fence line surrounding the entire town of Kingman, were zombies.  There weren’t hundreds.
 
   There were thousands.
 
   Rachel climbed higher, and I began to question the stability of the small plane, but higher she went, until we could see for miles in all directions.
 
   They came.  From every direction, over every terrain.   Moving slowly toward our home, so peaceful just a day ago.
 
   As they moved toward our fence, I knew in my heart that all of our defenses were out of commission.
 
   Max.  Isis.  Lola.  All in agony.  All hopefully escaping it through the sleep given to them by WAT-5.
 
   I threw my head back and let my scream out.  Rachel would understand.
 
   I wouldn’t let anyone else see me do that.
 
   I knew one thing that I could never reveal, and I realized it might not even matter.
 
   I had lost all hope.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   What happened over the next days and weeks is not mine to tell.  Something had disabled our Hybrids and had initiated an onslaught of the walking dead so massive I had no idea how we could ever stop them.
 
   The fence was taxed with the weight.  Everyone in town moved toward the edges of our safe zone and used weapons of all kinds to hold off the coming horde.  The pit was full and so over-packed that even the hydraulics strained to compete with the weight of them.
 
   This epilogue isn’t going to be very long … no time.
 
   I have to go.  I’ve spent long enough telling you about all the hardships I endured getting to Flex, Gem, Hemp, Charlie, and most of all, my Grampa Jim.
 
   Now all those hardships seem like a game of hopscotch.  
 
   I wrote this because even we, who have fought for so long, have to stop and breathe for a minute or two.  I found writing helps calm my nerves, kind of like the pot.
 
   I don’t know who’ll be around to tell you what happens next.  I hope we all will.
 
   Do me a favor, whether you believe in anything or not, okay?  Pray for Kingman.
 
   Pray for all of us.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Yes.  It’s Eric.
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FROM THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
   Well, wasn’t that a trip?  I hope a good one.   Man, it’s hard to believe that this, the next to last Dead Hunger book, is in the can.  I really don’t know if I can adequately express how much I’ll miss these characters when this series finishes up.
 
   I love ‘em, but I don’t want to be that guy who writes nothing but Flex, Gem, Hemp and Charlie, and the supporting cast.  I believe that if I can create this many characters you love, I can make more in a different book series.   I sure hope so.
 
   So there will be one more Dead Hunger.  Not sure what the title will be yet, but number nine will wrap this series, and I’ll have already begun my new series, President Of Z United States.   I thought of the premise some time ago, and I’m just trying to sort out all the details in my head.  
 
   Mostly I just need to start the damned thing!  It’s funny; when I’m at that moment before I’ve actually typed one word, I’m worried that nothing will come to me, and I just don’t want to commit for fear that it’s gone – the ability to write.  
 
   It really seems – sometimes, anyway – that this (gift) is perhaps fleeting and it could disappear as quickly as it appeared.  I put that in parentheses because my writing ability is only a gift if you, the dedicated readers, enjoy it.
 
   Please allow me to say thanks to you again.  I love doing this, but 99% of the pleasure comes from hearing how it helped you to escape into a different world for awhile.
 
   One that you loved.
 
   Like I do. 
 
   *****
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   READ. REVIEW. REPEAT.
 
   WE INDIE AUTHORS NEED AND CHERISH YOUR BOOK REVIEWS.
 
    
 
   http://smarturl.it/deadhunger
 
    
 
   Thank You.
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